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Abstract 
 
This dissertation examines Elias Canetti‟s novel, Auto-da Fé, in an attempt to show how it 
depicts the manifestations of violence and the effects of traumaon the individual and on 
modernist society. This analysis of Auto-da Fé concentrates on the representation of trauma 
on a fictional level at a time when Europe was experiencing political, social and economic 
upheaval after the First World War. Auto-da Fé provides an intense emphasis on the 
psychological effects of trauma on the characters; thereby reflecting the turmoil of this period. 
 An analysis of Canetti‟s novel, in the light of trauma, reveals an enigmatic testimony 
not only to the nature of violent events, but of the way trauma resists simple comprehension. I 
argue that this gives rise to complexities within the narration by tracing the insistently 
recurring words and symbols which point to an interpretation beyond the thematic content of 
the text, namely one which repetitively bears witness to hidden wounds within individual 
consciousness.  
 The titles of the three parts of Auto-da-Fé reflect a condition of somatic and 
psychosomatic dislocation: “A Head without a World”, “Headless World”, and “The World in 
the Head”. My argument is that the fictional trauma in Canetti‟s novel contains several 
characters who suffer from a breach of the self and the inability to comprehend society. The 
inability to fit into society results in the protagonist creating an isolated refuge in order to 
protect himself from the outer world. However, his alienation exacerbates his physical and 
emotional dislocations and ultimately leads to his destruction.  
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Introduction 
 
My analysis of Auto-da-Fé (trans.1946) (Die Blendung, 1936)
1
 concentrates on the 
representation of trauma on a fictional level at a time when Europe was still experiencing the 
after effects of the First World War: suffering from economic depression, undergoing political 
upheaval in the form of the clash between Fascism and Communism, and dreading the severe 
implications of rearmament. It is hoped that this acclaimed literary text, written and set in a 
period of social and cultural turmoil, will be able to shed some light on what appear to be 
obscure fictional representations of individual consciousness in modernism and developments 
within the emerging discipline of psychology. 
 Auto-da Fé is of particular relevance in terms of trauma as it was written and set in 
Western Europe, at a pivotal moment between the First and Second World Wars − arguably 
the most convulsive period of human history. The novel contains an inordinate amount of 
violence − beatings, sexual violence and murders which raises the question whether the novel, 
and in particular the burning of Kien and his books, anticipated the impending catastrophe in 
Germany and Europe under Nazism. Furthermore, it could be argued that the novel is an early 
indicator of the prevalence of trauma in modern society. Significantly, the very process of 
writing Auto-da-Fé seems to point to a form of torment. From the window of Canetti‟s 
residence in Vienna, where he wrote Auto-da Fé, he had a panoramic view of the psychiatric 
hospital, Steinhof, “the town of madmen” where six thousand people resided (Canetti 
1982:219). No other view could be more conductive to creating this novel than that 
manifestation of paranoia and delusion (Lorenz 2004:6).  
 It has been pointed out that Canetti experienced difficulty in finding a publisher owing, 
in part, to the Nazi proscription of books by Jewish authors (Lawson 1991:25). Ironically, of 
course, the Nazis were the most significant „authors‟ of modern trauma in Europe with their 
invasion of surrounding states which was the immediate cause of the Second World War and 
led directly to the Holocaust. However, part of the problem with finding a publisher for Auto-
da-Fé possibly also had to do with the fact that the novel made excessive demands upon its 
readers. According to William Collins Donahue, a wealthy newspaper publisher finally 
stepped forward with an offer to put up the necessary subvention (2001:10). After hearing 
Canetti‟s résumé of the novel, this editor responded: “I shall never read that. But such a book 
should be available…Those who read it would wake as if from a nightmare and be grateful 
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that reality is other than this dream” (Quoted in Donahue 2001:10). Remarkably, even this 
initial reference to Auto-da-Fé conveys allusions to trauma. This response compares the novel 
to a “nightmare” and a “dream” which are often symptoms of the traumatic experience. 
Moreover, he notes that everyday life is different from that of the novel‟s which alludes to the 
inaccessible nature of trauma. Intimidated by the violent content of the novel, this particular 
reader distances himself to such an extent that he refuses even to open this book.  
 Despite its disconcerting content the novel received fair reports on its initial publication 
in Germany in 1936, notably by contemporary novelists Thomas Mann and Hermann Broch, 
although this did not translate into popular success. Richard Lawson, in his study on Canetti‟s 
work, notes that this was probably due to “its radical grotesqueness, its satire, its [then] 
shocking depictions of persons and events” (1991:24). Moreover, by 1933 the Nazis had 
taken power in Germany and the banning of Auto-da-Fé, along with other books by Jewish 
authors, followed shortly. The fact that Austro-fascism was ascendant in Austria at this time 
also did not create an encouraging environment for Auto-da-Fé with its satire of proto-fascist 
character types. The virtual elimination of a German readership of the novel due to measures 
orchestrated by the Nazis, such as public book burning demonstrations, does not escape 
representation in Canetti‟s novel. Indeed, Auto-da-Fé culminates in a massive pyre 
encompassing both the central character and his library containing twenty five thousand 
volumes. From this comes the translated title Auto-da-Fé, with its reference to the executional 
burnings carried out by the Spanish inquisition. 
 Thus, owing to circumstances surrounding the Second World War, Canetti did not gain 
much attention as a writer at all. However, in 1951, a series of highly successful British 
Broadcasting Corporation Third Programme talks, that were later published, 
2 
drew, for the 
first time, the attention of the English literary public to Canetti − hitherto virtually unknown 
in Britain (Reiss 2004:80). And after the worldwide success of his treatise on mass behaviour, 
Crowds and Power (trans.1962)(Macht und Überleben: Drei Essays) in 1960, his other work 
began to attract more popularity. His autobiography consists of The Tongue Set Free 
(trans.1980) (Die geretteteZunge (1977)); The Torch in My Ear (trans.1982) (DieFackelbim 
Ohr, 1980); and The Playof the Eyes (trans.1986) (Das Augenspiel, 1985). In addition, Canetti 
published three plays and a number of other essays between 1942 and 1987. Lawson suggests 
that the key to the Nobel prize for literature was the versatility of the author‟s literary 
accomplishment, accompanied by “a deep concern for the human race, imperilled as never 
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before by the threat of self-annihilation” (1991:2). The award specifically recognised 
Canetti‟s broad concept of the writer‟s responsibility in this circumstance. Besides the novel‟s 
contemporary relevance to Europe in the 1930s, its enduring legacy and that of Canetti‟s other 
work is to foreground the implosive impact of trauma in modern and postmodern society.  
 Auto-de-Fé seems to attract and repel critics and readers alike. Some critics such as 
Johannes Pankau point out the similarities between aspects of Canetti‟s writing to Franz 
Kafka‟s (2004:230). For example, Kien has a similar sensitivity that is shown in his 
asceticism and his dislike of eating which is reminiscent of Kafka. I have exploited these 
similarities by comparing Canetti‟s novel to two of Kafka‟s short stories in chapters two and 
three.  
 Pankau praises the novel for its treatment of the dual nature of human beings as both 
individuals and members of a group which is subsequently expanded in Crowds and Power. 
In Auto-de-Fé this critic avers the theme is not developed in a subtle psychological mode, but 
rather satirically with hyperbolic constructions that reveal the purpose of the narrative. 
Accordingly, the novel shows a pattern of mass collusion represented by two antagonistic 
forces, male and female, flesh and spirit, materialism and idealism (2004:228). Susan Sontag 
(1972), Walter Sokel (2003) and Richie Robertson (2004) defy such simplistic 
dichotomisation.  
 Critical examination of Auto-de-Fé also focuses on the question of Canetti‟s 
interpretation of anti-Semitism, psychoanalysis and misogyny. Donahue in The End of 
Modernism (2001) defends the novel against facile and anachronistic charges of misogyny 
that reduce the novel to Kien‟s misogynist ravings. Julian Preece points out that the ease with 
which Donahue dispatches many of his predecessors says little for Canetti scholarship in 
either the English- or the German-speaking worlds (2001:280). Donahue‟s study provides a 
fuller understanding of the merciless parodic undercutting of these subject positions. He also 
refutes the suggestion that has occasionally appeared in scholarship that the protagonist‟s 
prejudices are those of the author.  
 Some critics such as Lawson and Irene Stocksieker Di Maio (2004) dismiss the main 
characters as brutally and grotesquely mad. Although the novel may be read as a biting satire 
of dementia, my study challenges this view by engaging in a close reading of progressive 
developments in the entire text coupled with the understanding provided by contemporary and 
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current trauma theory, which provide clues to the reasons behind these characters‟ often 
ludicrous behaviour.  
 Auto-de-Fé mirrors its contemporary reality as one of disintegration by constructing 
extreme characters whose interactions exemplify significant trends within this reality. It 
centres on the destruction of Kien, a world-renowned sinologist, whose life revolves around 
his library. Kien is so obsessed with his books that he regards them as companions. The other 
major characters in the novel also exhibit fixations that dominate their lives: Therese, Kien‟s 
housekeeper and later his wife, is preoccupied with satisfying her appetites for money and 
sex; Benedikt Pfaff, the caretaker of Kien‟s block of flats, with seizing power; and the 
hunchback dwarf, Fischerle, with megalomaniac delusions of becoming the chess champion 
of the world. Auto-de-Fé satirizes the greed and cruelty that results from these characters 
obsessions.  
 The novel is divided into three parts: “A Head without a World”, Headless World” and 
“The World in the Head”. These titles mainly refer to Kien‟s head and reflect various forms of 
disconnection which the character experiences in relation to himself and the outer world. Part 
One focuses on Kien‟s isolated life in his library and the developing power struggle between 
him and Therese. Therese uses manipulation and physical force to gain complete control of 
Kien and, at the end of Part One, expels him from his library. In Part Two, Kien enters the 
outside world conspicuously lacking the ability to fend for himself. He meets Fischerle who 
takes advantage of his increasing mental and physical deterioration. The dwarf orchestrates a 
scheme to steal Kien‟s money and this leads to a grotesque scene in the police station that 
debunks the notion of justice. The police place Kien in the care of Pfaff, who proceeds to lock 
him up. The small space in which Kien is held captive mirrors his diminished ability to 
function in a coherent manner. The loss of narrative control in Part Three reflects the final 
unravelling of Kien‟s mind. What had been a closed form in Part One is now broken into 
fragments by narrating full stories of characters only briefly mentioned before, such as the 
psychiatrist George Kien. The novel concludes with Kien‟s rescue and reinstatement in his 
library. However, he is unable to take up his previous life as his delusional psychosis is 
complete and he dies in apocalyptic self-destruction amidst his books. 
 The novel‟s focus is on the emotional and mental state of key characters and how they 
deteriorate over time and, to a certain extent, this reflects the ominous atmosphere of 
contemporary Europe which lurks throughout the novel. I analyse Auto-de-Fé using a multi-
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faceted approach. Since the novelis considered as a particular work of modernist fiction – it is 
characterised by alienation, complexity and disconnection − part of my methodology is to 
place the text within this context using theorists such as Georg Lukás (1957), Pericles Lewis 
(2007) and Michael Whitlock (2007). Thus I compare Canetti‟s novel with other modernist 
texts, in an attempt to show how the manifestations of violence and the effects of suffering 
areimpacted on the individual consciousness. My attempt to further contextualise the novel 
includes a scrutiny of the violence and pain of the First World War and the debacle of its 
aftermath in order to suffuse this study with additional meaning. The novel is an intricately 
woven whole, yet knowledge of the historical context clarifies various references and 
allusions in the text. However, as Gerald Stieg points out, although this is an inter-war novel, 
it speaks powerfully to a specific post-war mind-set (2007:1). 
 Canetti‟s novel bears up well under close analysis and resolves its tensions by means of 
irony and paradox. Therefore, I first examine fictional representations of trauma using the 
formalist approach. My close reading begins with a sensitivity to the words of the text and all 
their connotative and denotative values and implications. From the outset,I recognise the 
handicap of examining a literary work in translation as the nuances of one language can be 
rendered in another only imperfectly. To complicate matters further, Canetti was crucially in 
dialogue with ancient Eastern philosophy and Chunjie Zhang goes so far to argue that without 
an understanding of Canetti‟s appropriation of Confucius and Lau-Tse much of the critique 
contained in Auto-de-Fé is lost on the reader (2007:127).  
 Despite these hindrances, in my exploration of the structural relationships and patterns 
within the text, certain words and images emerge as more important, insistently forcing 
themselves to the fore. These seem to point to the hidden wounds within the memories of the 
characters. As my analysis reveals, Canetti‟s modernist stylistic technique consciously 
disrupts the traditional certainties of character, plot and narration. This leads me to seek 
explanations outside the text.  
 Once an awareness of meanings has been extracted from the text itself, I draw on 
psychological and psychiatric studies, and trauma theory which afford many profound clues 
toward solving Canetti‟s novel‟s thematic and symbolic mysteries. An analogy between 
literature and psychiatry can be particularly useful when dealing with the narration of trauma, 
memory and healing. I am aware that literary interpretation and psychology are two distinct 
fields and, although they may be closely associated, they can in no sense be regarded as one 
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discipline. Nevertheless, such theories prove a valuable tool in understanding literature and 
have had a tremendous impact upon modern writing such as the works of James Joyce, 
Eugene O‟Neill and Tennessee Williams. It is equally valid to observe the influence of 
psychoanalysis and psychology upon essays of such major and diverse critics as Edmund 
Wilson, Frederick Hoffman, Hélène Cixous and Julia Kristeva. Thus, I hope to introduce a 
nuanced perspective that shall enable a deeper understanding of a complex and unsettling 
story. A similar methodology is employed by clinical psychologist, Louis A. Sass in Madness 
and Modernism: Insanity in the Light of Modern Art, Literature and Thought (1992) where he 
compares the works of various modernist artists and writers to reveal the likeness between 
schizophrenia and the sensibility of modern art, literature, and thought. 
 Through an analysis of Auto-de-Fé and other specific literary texts, I explore the notion 
of trauma which has become a growth area of recent scholarship in a range of academic 
fields: literature, history, cultural studies and psychology. The term “trauma” is derived from 
the Greek and originally referred to a wound inflicted on the body. For Kia Erikson, in its 
present usage it has come to be understood as an injury which is inflicted not upon the body, 
but upon the mind (1995:183). 
 While Bessel van der Kolk suggests that “people have always known about that 
exposure to overwhelming terror can lead to troubling memories, arousal, and avoidance,” 
(1996:47) modern understanding of trauma as a wounding of the mind began with the work of 
John Erichsen, during the 1860s. He identified traumatic symptoms in victims suffering from 
the fright of railway accidents and attributed the anguish to concussion of the spine (Leys 
2000:3). At the end of the nineteenth century, J. M. Charcot, Pierre Janet and Sigmund Freud 
among others recognised the injury to the mind brought about by unexpected, emotional 
shock. For Ruth Leys “the emphasis began to fall on the hysterical shattering of the 
personality consequent on a situation of extreme terror or fright” (2000:4). The hysterical 
female was often seen as the locus of these shattering effects. For example, Freud‟s work in 
the 1890s led him to conclude that the symptoms of hysteria in his women patients could be 
traced back to sexual exploitation. He published his findings in The Aetiology of Hysteria 
(1896) where he put forward the view that at the core of every case of hysteria there was the 
occurrence of sexual seduction or assault. Since Freud‟s seduction theory was considered as 
too controversial by his contemporaries, Jenny Edkins suggests he abandoned his original 
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analysis of hysteria and reorientated his work to the study of the effects of repressed erotic 
infantile wishes and fantasies (2003:3). 
 It was only during his work on what was termed “shell shock” after the First World War 
that Freud, and an increasingly influential minority of researchers, recognised the 
psychogenic nature of the traumatic symptoms of war. Many combat survivors witnessed the 
deaths of those around them and were haunted by nightmares and scenes of inconceivable 
horror. According to the records in a study on shell shock in the First World War by Martin 
Stone (1998), eighty thousand veterans were treated for this condition in units of the Royal 
Army Medical Corps and thirty thousand were evacuated for treatment in Britain. Men from 
former British colonies, including South Africa, returned home from the front broken − 
shattered both physically and psychologically. Some two hundred thousand veterans received 
pensions for nervous disorders after the war (Stone 1988:242-71). This virtual epidemic of 
war neurosis made it impossible to deny the existence in the male of traumatic symptoms 
which were recognised as not different in kind from those observed in the hysterical female 
(Leys 2000:4). Physicians and psychiatrists were therefore compelled to reshape their 
thinking about traumatic physical and mental experience. In fact much contemporary work in 
the medical field stems from studies begun during this period. Several fictional writers have 
also engaged with this phenomenon such as Ben Elton‟s The First Casualty (2005). 
 With the advent of the Second World War came a revival of medical interest in war 
neurosis. It was recognised for the first time that any man could break down under fire and 
that psychiatric casualties could be predicted in direct proportion to the severity of combat 
exposure (Herman 1991:25). Novels such as Irwin Shaw's The Young Lions (1948), William 
James Jones' The Thin Red Line (1962), and Woodruff's Vessel of Sadness (1969) all explore 
the personal nature of war within the context of intense combat. However, it was no longer 
only service personnel who were intimately affected by state-organised violence as aerial 
bombing campaigns drew civilian populations into the conflict. The bombing of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki in August 1945 was overwhelming in its brutality. And the genocidal policies 
of the Nazi regime in Germany led to the Holocaust which encapsulates the deaths of millions 
of men, women and children in gas chambers, concentration camps, open-air shootings and 
ghettos. 
 Today, the image of the shell-shocked soldier amidst the brutal and immense death 
around him no longer stands alone as a representative of traumatic experience. Judith 
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Herman, who in the 1970s became concerned with sexual abuse in children, argued that the 
symptoms of rape and incest were similar to those of combat survivors. In 1980, after a 
lengthy campaign, that included Vietnam veterans, the term “post traumatic stress disorder” 
was officially acknowledged by the American Psychiatric Association (APA) 
3
 as a distinct 
diagnostic category. This was followed by the International Statistical Classification of 
Diseases and Related Health Problems (ICD) 
4
 in 1992 (Herman 1992:32). Subsequently, a 
wide variety of society‟s victims, such as victims of rape, child abuse, domestic violence, 
terrorist attacks, violent assault, motorcar and industrial accidents, have come to be 
understood as suffering from the symptoms of trauma. 
  Trauma had previously been referred to as “hysteria”, “shell shock”, “war neurosis”, or 
“traumatic neurosis”, among other names, used in the last two centuries. It was once supposed 
that such events were uncommon. When post traumatic stress disorder was first included in 
the diagnostic manual, the APA described traumatic events as “outside the range of human 
experience” (1980:236). Yet, according to Herman, this definition has proved to be inaccurate 
as violence has come to be considered a common part of human experience (1992:33). Rape, 
battery, and other forms of sexual and domestic violence are a part of so many women‟s lives 
that they can hardly be described as outside the range of ordinary experience. Moreover, in 
view of the number of people killed in war over the past century, military trauma also could 
be considered a common part of human experience. As Herman wryly observes, “only the 
fortunate find it unusual” (1992:33). 
 The concept of trauma has become indispensable in understanding the psychic damage 
associated with central experiences of the twentieth century. In Trauma: a Genealogy (2000), 
Leys draws on two instances from 1998 to illustrate the spectrum of issues raised by the 
concept of trauma in our time. The first instance is an account of severe psychic harm and 
involves a group of young girls who were being counselled and treated for trauma at Ugandan 
trauma centres. They had been abducted by a guerrilla group, the Lord‟s Resistance Army 
(LRA) in order to force them to serve as „wives‟ and fighters in its war against the Ugandan 
army. To frighten the girls away from deserting and revealing LRA hideouts, they were put 
through a violent initiation rite. Members of the LRA smeared the girls with „holy oils‟ and 
white ash in a kind of baptism into the guerrilla group. They were then ordered to hack 
another recently kidnapped girl, who had been caught escaping, to death with hoes, axes and 
branches. The girls protested, were beaten, and then did as they were told (2000:1). 
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JoyaUraizee has recently examined similar instances of trauma in In the Jaws of the 
Leviathan: Genocide Fiction and Film (2010). 
 Leys argues that while the concept of trauma may be indispensable for understanding 
the appalling outrage experienced by the kidnapped girls of Uganda, it become “debased 
currency” when applied to relatively minor instances of harm as illustrated by the notorious 
sexual harassment case between Paula Jones and President Clinton in America (2000:2). 
Jones‟s lawyers asserted on the basis of expert testimony that, as a result of the trauma of her 
alleged sexual harassment, Jones now suffered from post-traumatic stress with long term 
symptoms of anxiety, intrusive thoughts and memories, and sexual aversion (Leys 2000:2). 
 The disturbing fictional representations of violence in Auto-da-Fé have come to mirror 
the social and domestic violence of current times. The distortions this violence creates in the 
characters in this novel acts as a warning against the often unchecked cruelty of our age. It 
shows the dangerous route humanity has taken, and in doing so tries to make the reader create 
alternatives that can avoid catastrophe. 
 My analysis of Auto-da-Fé in the light of contemporary and subsequent studies of 
trauma reveals evidence, not only of the nature of violent events, but of how trauma resists 
simple comprehension and results in complexities in fictional narration. In chapter one, I 
examine various distortions, repetitive words and syntactic patterns embedded within several 
narratives of Canetti‟s novel which repetitively bear witness to some earlier ordeal. I attempt 
to create a new model for reading Canetti‟s novel which involves an analysis of the text as a 
fictionalised expression of trauma. This reading creates a sympathetic space wherein the 
characters‟ often strange behaviour may be explained as a reaction to hidden turmoil within 
memory as well as evidence of psychological distress or psychosis. 
 The extreme difficulties in understanding and narrating trauma in the medical field may 
possibly explain why such complexities are attached to this narration. I apply some aspects of 
Sigmund Freud‟s model of traumatic neurosis in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), and 
its subsequent evolution in the work of leading theorist, Cathy Caruth (1996), to elucidate 
Kien and Therese‟s inability to fully comprehend their pain and provide a coherent narrative 
of their disturbing experiences in the novel. Several aspects in Kien‟s response to violence – I 
argue − seem to anticipate some recent medical findings of trauma researcher and clinician, 
van der Kolk (1996), who integrates medical and interpersonal aspects of the impact of 
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trauma on the individual in Traumatic Stress: The overwhelming Experience on Mind, Body 
and Society (1996). 
 Although several traumatic events are described in Auto-da-Fé, it is the depiction of the 
characters‟ physiological and psychological response to violence which enables some 
understanding of these representations of the effects of overwhelming emotional shock on the 
individual consciousness. Auto-da-Fé does not offer any direct explanations or comfortable 
solutions to the difficulty in overcoming trauma, but rather points to its destructive impact in 
the deformities and eccentric behaviour of its characters. The distortions in fictional narration 
in Auto-da-Fé also suggest that the characters find it impossible to bridge the gap between the 
words at their disposal and the horror they experience. These events or elements thereof seem 
to be excluded from the usual mental processes of cognition and create a deficit in the mind of 
the characters concerned. 
   In chapter two, I explore Kien‟s library in Auto-da-Fé as a representation of a space of 
isolation created out of the destruction of the protagonist‟s fundamental assumptions about his 
safety in the world. While my focus is on the fictional representation of this spacial 
configuration generated out of a traumatic response, Kien‟s isolation also reflects the 
ontological view of leading modernist writers that the human being is by nature asocial 
(Lukás, 1957:144). I compare the fictional representations of the library in Auto-da-Fé to a 
similar space in Kafka‟s The Burrow (trans.1946)(Der Bau, 1931) as an exploration into the 
consciousness behind the desire to be fenced-off from the external world. The intimate 
relationship between the creature and the burrow seems to point to the author‟s own need as a 
writer for an isolated space which he describes in Letters to Felice (trans.1973) (Briefe an 
Felice, 1967), written between 1912 and 1917, and subsequently analysed by Canetti in 
Kafka’s Other Trail: The Letters to Felice (trans.1974) (Der andere Prozess: Kafkas Briefe an 
Felice, 1969). I demonstrate how these fictional and real spaces, although intended as self-
protection, may lead to a constriction of consciousness, a loss of companionship, and a 
marginalised existence. To support my understanding of the consciousness underlying the 
creation of these fictional and real representations of isolation, I apply the recent findings of 
psychiatrist Herman in Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence ─ from Domestic 
Abuse to Political Terror (1992) and sociologist Erikson‟s observations in his essay Notes on 
Trauma and Community (1995).   
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 The primary focus of this study is on Kien, the character at the centre of the novel, who 
suffers from a breach of the mind‟s experience of the self and a consequent inability to 
comprehend or relate to society. In addition to the fictional narrative, the very structure of the 
novel is suggested by the titles of the three parts of Auto-da-Fé which reflect this condition of 
somatic and psychosomatic dislocation. Canetti‟s novel demonstrates that the character‟s 
disconnection from society and his progressive disconnection from various elements of the 
self eventually overcome him causing a breach in the experience of the mind. In chapter three, 
I compare literary representations of emotional disconnection in Auto-da-Fé to another 
modernist depiction of this kind in Katherine Mansfield‟s short story, Miss Brill (1922), in 
which the protagonist re-directs her feelings elsewhere in order to deal with her sense of 
despair. I also analyse the further disintegration of elements of Kien‟s personal experience 
which involve a metaphoric disconnection of the body from the head. My analysis of a single 
reference in the novel to the metaphoric amputation of the hands is linked to a similar 
representation in Kafka‟s short stories Description of a Struggle (trans.1958) (Beschriebung 
eines Kampfes, 1946) and briefly to The Burrow (trans.1946)(Der Bau, 1931). I also compare 
this to the psychosomatic severance of the hands from the body in the 1959 French film, 
Hiroshima monamour, by Alain Resnais and Marguerite Duras as a form of traumatic 
response. While disconnection may initially be an effective defence mechanism that protects 
the individual from the impact of overwhelming traumatic events, I show how Kien‟s 
preoccupation with defending himself against suffering finally results in a disintegration of 
his rationality.  
 In chapter four, I examine the implications of trauma held in the body, particularly in 
Kien‟s facial composition. This is significant since while the trauma is housed in the body, the 
character endures a compulsive re-experiencing of the past as the trauma is not sufficiently 
accessible to language in a controlled and self-reflexive manner. Here I make use of 
Dominick LaCapra‟s term “acting out” (2001:89) to describe the instances in the novel where 
trauma is played out in a futile manner through the body of the character. This type of acting 
out in Auto-da-Fé points to the way in which the traumatic experience is not completely 
integrated into Kien‟s psyche and is thus inaccessible to adequate verbal expression. I find 
that this makes it impossible for the character to come to terms with his past and ultimately 
results in his self-destruction.  
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  In opposition to the destructive response of suffering trapped in the body without 
access to words in Auto-da-Fé, I employ the constructive response of “working over and 
through” trauma − another term from LaCapra (2001:90). This refers to speech which is 
accessible to recall in memory and language and functions to provide “some measure of 
conscious control, critical distance, and perspective” (LaCapra 2001:90). I  draw on extracts 
from some of Canetti‟s other work, written after Auto-da-Fé, to highlight the value of 
language in the process of an author working over and through trauma. I demonstrate how 
these extracts both reflect and expand LaCapra‟s notion of how words are able to assist in 
overcoming mental anguish. Canetti mentions that by reading Cesare Pavese‟s diary The 
Business of Living (trans.1952) (Il mestiere di vivere, 1951), he is able to find solace in the 
words of another writer who refers to a suffering similar to his own. Moreover, Canetti 
alludes to the positive effect Kafka‟s letters had on him when he links these letters to the 
testimonies of other writers who experienced trauma. Canetti describes the transference of the 
writer‟s experience, as laid out in the text, to the psyche of the reader as a form of comfort 
during dark moments.  
 Since Canetti provides no possibility of working over and through trauma for his 
characters in Auto-da-Fé, but appears intent on exposing the destructive outcomes of violence 
through this novel, my analysis deals primarily with the fictional representations of the 
devastating effects of trauma which act as a warning of the unchecked impact of violence on 
the individual consciousness and society at large. I attempt to demonstrate how the destructive 
patterns played out on a personal scale could be seen as a reflection of a continental scale 
European crisis. In Auto-da-Fé the disintegration of Kien‟s personality is matched by a 
corresponding disintegration of the outer world. Thus the novel not only demonstrates the 
effect of violence on the consciousness of the individual, but also the increasingly militarised 
violence of war on European civilisation.  
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Chapter One: Complexities in the Narration of Trauma 
 
Introduction 
An analysis of Auto-da-Fé reveals an enigmatic testimony not only to the nature of violent 
events, but to how trauma resists simple comprehension and thus gives rise to complexities in 
narration. In this chapter, I attempt to demonstrate the way in which Kien and Therese‟s 
traumatic experiences disturb the narrative in Auto-da-Fé. In the first section, I explore how 
trauma appears to interrupt the usual sequence of narrative time in the encounter and opening 
conversation in the novel between Kien and a nine-year-old boy which resembles Kien‟s 
boyhood in that setting in an uncanny way.  
 In the second section, I analyse various distortions embedded within several narratives. 
Firstly, my examination of Therese‟s narration of her sexual abuse as a girl by her mother‟s 
partner reveals a denial of the violation and the transference of blame onto her mother. In this 
skewed narrative, I discuss the anomalies in Therese‟s character and her repetitive speech and 
disjunctive syntax − later in his career Canetti referred to this phenomenon as an “acoustic 
mask” (1982:208) − which points to an interpretation beyond the thematic content of the text. 
I wish to suggest this repetitively bears witness to her hidden wounds. Secondly, I 
demonstrate how on the day of Kien and Therese‟s wedding, the former‟s inability to come to 
terms with his sexual inadequacy is not constructively addressed; instead it is transferred onto 
and distorts the narrative of an innocent childhood memory. I analyse the narrative of this 
flashback as a representation of Kien‟s sexual dysfunction. Thirdly, I argue that Kien‟s 
personal narrative of the events surrounding his violent expulsion from the library by Therese 
at the end of Part One is a bizarre reconstruction of the narrative presented by an objective 
third person narrator to the reader and suggests Kien‟s inability to fully comprehend the 
reality of his eviction.  
 In the early part of the twentieth century, Freud observed the reality of a state of 
emotional shock or trauma during and after the First World War. He notes that psychological 
trauma is caused by an event that is so overwhelming that it cannot be comprehended when it 
takes place. Instead, it is blocked out of consciousness − or repressed − as if it had never 
happened (2001:31-32). The acute difficulties in understanding and narrating trauma in the 
medical field may explain why such complexities are attached to this narration. I use some 
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aspects of Sigmund Freud‟s model in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), and its more 
recent evolution in the work of leading theorist, Cathy Caruth (1996), to elucidate Kien and 
Therese‟s inability to fully comprehend their trauma and provide a coherent narrative of their 
disturbing experiences.  
 Caruth, in Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History (1996) engages 
Freud's theory of trauma as outlined in his essays Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) and 
Moses and Monotheism (1930); the notion of reference and the figure of the falling body in de 
Man, Kleist, and Kant and the narratives of personal catastrophe in Hiroshima mon amour (I 
examine an aspect of this film in chapter three). She describes trauma as “an overwhelming 
experience of sudden or catastrophic events in which the response to the event occurs in the 
often delayed, uncontrolled repetitive appearance of hallucinations and other intrusive 
phenomena” (1996:11). Caruth expands this notion by suggesting that trauma creates a 
“wound in the mind” where the representation ought to be (1996:4). Accordingly trauma 
precludes all representation because the ordinary mechanisms of consciousness and memory 
are temporarily shattered. Rather, an undistorted or “literal” registration of the traumatic event 
occurs that is dissociated from normal mental processes of cognition (Caruth 1996:59). I 
acknowledge my indebtedness to this key theorist of trauma studies whose work indicates that 
defining trauma is an interdisciplinary project which draws on psychoanalysis, philosophy, 
literature and film. 
 Although Auto-da-Fé contains graphic portrayals of violent events, it is the depiction of 
the characters physiological and psychological response to violence which enables some 
understanding of the representations of the effects of trauma on the individual consciousness. 
In the last section of this chapter, I attempt to analyse a fictional representation in the novel 
which describes what occurs in Kien‟s psyche in the very moment of violent assault as a 
possible way to explain the inability of the character to provide a coherent and viable 
narrative of his traumatic experience. In my examination of this fictional representation, I 
point out aspects in Kien‟s response to violence which seems to anticipate recent medical 
findings of trauma researcher and clinician, Bessel van der Kolk (1996). He integrates 
medical and interpersonal aspects of the impact of trauma on the individual in Traumatic 
Stress: The overwhelming Experience on Mind, Body and Society (1996) and finds that the re-
enactment of trauma does not signify a repression of the traumatic event, but is dissociated 
from consciousness and therefore inaccessible for normal recollection (1996:307). Hence, he 
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holds that traumatic memories cannot be adequately expressed in verbal-linguistic terms (van 
der Kolk 1996:289).  
 For clinical therapists working with patients, narration is a fundamental outcome of a 
person‟s processing of events to both the self and others (van der Kolk 1996:322). However, 
it seems that a certain event may be of such a traumatic nature that a person is unable to 
allocate meaning to it. It follows that if no understanding is possible; there can be no 
processing and hence no coherent narrative. In other words, when an event is so disturbing 
that it is beyond the reach of a person‟s consciousness, narration becomes problematic. Even 
so, the trauma is not laid to rest because it is not integrated into the traumatised person‟s 
consciousness, but resurfaces in the form of repetitive thoughts, nightmares and re-
enactments. The disruptions which these symptoms create in the life of the traumatised person 
often necessitate him or her coming to terms with the traumatic event. The development of a 
narrative seems to be an essential element in this process of integration. My study focuses on 
this aspect as it occurs in the novel. 
 Auto-da-Fé does not offer any direct explanations or comfortable solutions to the 
difficulty in overcoming trauma, but rather points to the destructive impact of trauma in the 
deformities and eccentricities of its characters and the tragic outcomes. The primary focus of 
this chapter is on the analysis of the distorted fictional narratives in Auto-da-Fé which suggest 
that the characters find it impossible to bridge the gap between the words at their disposal and 
the traumatic events they experience. These events or elements of these events seem to be 
excluded from the usual mental processes of cognition and create a deficit in the mind of the 
characters concerned. 
 
Fictional Representations of Temporal Disturbance 
At the outset of Auto-da-Fé the reader is introduced to the central character of the novel, 
Kien, through a chance meeting and conversation with a nine-year-old school boy, Franz 
Metzger. This interaction is brief but important as it provides a glimpse of the possibility of a 
more sociable and approachable Kien than later events reveal. Since Franz poses no threat, 
there is a suggestion, that in a less violent world than that of the novel, Kien has the potential 
to be a balanced character. On another level, the interaction with the boy reveals a portrait of 
Kien as a child before some form of violence damaged the structures which altered the 
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character‟s conception of a coherent self. The idea of a doppelgänger, which Freud refers to 
in his essay The Uncanny (1919) as a form of ego disturbance, could be applied to Kien‟s 
experience of Franz (2001:941). 
 Through Kien‟s interaction with the boy, the text reveals an uncanny resemblance 
between the two characters and evokes various elements of Kien‟s past such as his 
victimisation at school, his recognition of his father as a source of torment, and his paranoia 
regarding social interaction. By creating a younger double of Kien, Auto-da-Fé suggests that 
he is living a type of dual existence in two worlds that cannot be synchronised because of the 
different temporalities each invokes. Thus, events from the period of the trauma are 
experienced in a sense simultaneously with those of the character‟s current existence which 
serves to establish that they have not been incorporated into his personal narrative. The 
dialogue between the two characters reveals the complexities involved in the narration of 
trauma since the story disrupts the usual sequence of time of realist fiction with a beginning, 
middle and an end. 
5 
 Kien is standing in front of a bookshop on his way home and Franz steps suddenly 
between him and the window. Instead of reprimanding him for his lack of respect, Kien 
observes the boy who stares hard at the titles of the books and moves his lips slowly and in 
silence. While doing so, he continuously looks over his shoulder at the clock in the 
watchmakers shop to make sure he is not late for school. Kien speaks to Franz “for no 
compelling reason” (10) and this opening conversation depicts his most natural interaction 
with another person in the entire novel. It is later revealed that polite conversation is rare for 
this character that is “morose and sparing in his words” (10). Indeed, Kien is incapable of 
ordinary human interactions or emotional responses, thus, from the outset his “feeling sorry” 
for the boy indicates an unusual connection between them (12).  
 From the conversation that follows, many striking similarities between Kien and Franz 
become apparent. They both are intelligent and have an obsession with reading. Kien pores 
over books and manuscripts “day in day out” (11) and Franz says he reads “all the time” (9). 
To Kien‟s question: “Which would you prefer, a piece of chocolate or a book?” He replies: 
“A book” (9). These similarities unite the two characters by setting them apart in a world 
orientated to learning versus a world orientated to food, comfort and material gain. 
 It also emerges in their conversation that Franz knows about China and the Great Wall; 
he would like to go to school there and he informs Kien that the Chinese have forty thousand 
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letters in their alphabet. When Kien extracts a book from his briefcase, the boy identifies the 
writing as Chinese, although he has not previously seen a Chinese book. Kien points out two 
of the characters as Meng Tse, the philosopher who lived two thousand two hundred and fifty 
years ago and Franz proves that his memory is acute by correctly answering Kien‟s question 
on this information a bit later. Franz‟s unusual interest in Chinese culture and good memory 
anticipate the older man‟s highly developed academic pursuit since Kien is a sinologist and 
admits to having a “terrifying memory at his disposal” (20). On the surface of this admission 
the word “terrifying” refers to Kien‟s extraordinary ability to recall intellectual material, but 
on another level it alludes to something housed within Kien‟s memory which may be 
terrifying. Hence, this passing reference to Kien‟s memory suggests a fear of what may be 
hidden in his unconscious mind at this moment and foreshadows the destructive power which 
is finally unleashed when his memories surface at the end of the novel. Later on in this study, 
particularly in chapter four, I examine how Kien‟s memory is exposed as indeed terrifying 
when he is unable to keep back the violence contained in his memories and is ultimately 
destroyed by them. 
 In addition to sharing the same unusual interest and having extraordinary powers of 
recall, Franz mentions that he desires to collect an extensive library and the text shortly 
thereafter discloses that Kien lives almost completely sealed off from the world in “the most 
important private library in the whole of this great city” (11) consisting of twenty-five-
thousand books. By revealing these uncanny features the text blurs the boundaries between 
the boy and the older man generating an impression that Franz is Kien‟s younger self. This is 
stressed later when, in a moment of reflection, Kien associates Franz with an element of past 
trauma by mentioning, without any prior knowledge of the boy, that he must have a father 
who is a “great torment to him” (13). Most telling is Kien‟s admission that Franz is “the 
image of his own childhood” (15). From the outset, such strange allusions alert the reader to 
the uncanny qualities of the novel as a whole.    
 The setting of the bookshop provides further insight into the dynamics of this 
conversation. Bookshops are linked to this character throughout the novel. He has a habit of 
leaving his library for an hour each day with the sole intention of visiting bookshops to assess 
and purchase new books. Later on in the novel, it is revealed that Kien‟s exaggerated love of 
books developed as an escape from childhood trauma. As a boy, nobody really respected Kien 
because of his “ridiculous appearance” and extreme clumsiness (113). In fact, his teachers 
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considered his “physical feebleness as unnatural” and the other children delighted in 
persistently bullying him. For instance, in the winter he was “used as a snowman” which 
entailed him being thrown down into the snow and rolled over until he was covered in snow 
(113). The text suggests that the relentless persecution contributed to his identity as a lonely 
child with nowhere to turn except his books. Since he was first in all his academic subjects, it 
seems logical that he would have escaped into a world of learning. Therefore, in retrospect, it 
is easy to imagine Kien as a boy gazing at the books through the bookshop window as Franz 
does in this moment.  
 For Kien the setting of the bookshop holds personal significance and he experiences 
Franz as a type of younger double or doppelgänger which suggests that a sort of parallel 
existence is experienced in this moment: Kien as an adult and Franz, who seems to represent 
Kien in his youth, stand side-by-side examining the books in the shop window trying to 
escape the realities of their lives. This image portrays the experience of trauma as fixed in 
time; it refuses to be represented as past, but is re-experienced in a disconnected present. 
Through this representation, Canetti‟s novelreveals from the outset that the complexities of 
traumatic recall have implications in relation to time.  
 A later reference in the novel reiterates this relationship between trauma and time: 
Ah, if only the present could be crossed out! The sorrows of the world are, because we live too 
little in the future. What would it matter in a hundred years if we were beaten to-day? Let the 
present be the past and we shall not notice the bruises. The present is alone responsible for all pain. 
He longed for the future, because then there would be more past in the world. The past is kind; it 
does no one any harm. (158) 
This passage describes the present as an enemy of the traumatised character: “the present is 
alone responsible for all pain”. It is in the space of the present that he is unable to escape the 
immediate physical pain and mental anguish of trauma. It is also in the present that the 
traumatic past experience is re-enacted with all its immediate vividness. The opening 
exclamation − “ah” − is filled with distress as the speaker yeans for an eradication of the 
present and an escape to a future which is blank or a past which holds the possibility of 
forgetting suffering. The text points out that if the present was in the past the bruises would be 
gone, however, the present never rests as it returns to haunt the character over and over 
againas illustrated in the moment between Kien and the boy outside the bookshop.  
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 Consequently, the character is shown to live in two different worlds simultaneously: an 
interior realm of trauma and the realm of his current everyday life and relationships. The text 
suggests that trauma is fully evident only in connection with another time and in another 
character. Therefore, the traumatic experience is in a sense timeless in that the memory of the 
trauma is not converted into a story within narrative memory and placed in time. Rather, the 
text demonstrates that trauma complicates narratives by changing the linearity of narrativised 
time; time which has beginnings and ends.  
 Kien‟s radically distorted sense of time, which informs the narrative structure of Auto-
da-Fé, can be seen in relation to his personal trauma, but also in relation to the wider context 
of the modernist novel in which the transformation of the way time is experienced is often a 
central feature. This is possibly because time seemed to move more quickly in the 
industrialised world of the twentieth century, and the swift succession of world changing 
events in the early decades of the century reinforced this sense of acceleration (Lewis 
2007:32). The resulting fear that the individual had lost control of time was reflected in the 
fictional writings of other authors such as Franz Kafka, James Joyce and Virginia Woolf who, 
like Canetti, departed from strict chronology and made extensive use of flashbacks and 
foreshadowing (Lewis 2007:32).  
 
Fictional Representations of Distorted Narratives 
In addition to the distortion of time, there are also various aspects of physical and emotional 
distortion encapsulated in several of the characters in Auto-da-Fé which suggest that they 
have been through some ordeal,yet,the novel does not provide a direct explanation for these 
peculiarities. For the purposes of this study, this omission is significant as the novel seems to 
mimic the way trauma is never fully registered in the mind of the characters, but manifests in 
the their grotesque physical appearances and dysfunctional personalities.  
 Therese‟s entire physical appearance is distorted: “Her head [is] askew. Her ears [are] 
large, flabby and prominent. Since her right ear touch[es] her shoulder and [is] partly 
concealed by it, the left look[s] all the bigger. When she talk[s] or walk[s] her head waggle[s] 
to and fro. Her shoulders waggle too, in accompaniment” (24). In Therese‟s deformed body, 
the text mirrors the distortion of her personality which is gradually revealed in her 
relationship with Kien. For eight years she is employed as his live-in housekeeper to maintain 
26 
 
his increasing book collection. Kien‟s exaggerated removal from society ironically opens up a 
space for Therese‟s to inveigle her way into his physical and psychic space. Her manipulation 
is so successful that Kien proposes marriage to her. For if Therese has initially been a 
housekeeper who dutifully maintains the books, after Kien‟s proposal she is unmasked as an 
ambitious, deceitful materialist. Kien fails to consummate the marriage, which remains a 
framework for the physically and emotionally destructive battles between the pair. Kien is 
increasingly dominated, until Therese discovers that her husband is not as wealthy as she had 
assumed. When this occurs, her violence is completely unleashed in brutal physical assaults 
on him. 
 In addition to her grotesque physical appearance and vicious personality, Therese wears 
what Canetti later refer to in the Vienna newspaper, Der Sonntag, on 19 April 1937, as an 
“acoustic mask”. To create the mask in her speech, the text combines a mixture of standard 
German and Viennese dialect, the effect of which is mostly lost in the English translation 
(Lawson 1991:30). Therese‟s limited lexicon and uncultivated behaviour imply that she is 
part of the working class and is in sharp contrast to Kien who is a middle class intellectual. 
The conflict between them, which is the primary focus of Part One of Auto-da-Fé, seems to 
also creatively represent the class struggle in the early twentieth century, Europe. The social 
world during this time differed immensely from that of fifty years earlier. Democracy, 
socialism and communism challenged the dominance of the upper and middle classes (Lewis 
2007:25). The microcosm of the library reflects a similar set-up: at the start of the novel, Kien 
is in control of the library, but Therese physical and mental strength are more than a match for 
him and she is able to take control of this space. Thus, through the struggle for power between 
Kien and Therese, the novel seems to comment on the more general social struggle between 
the different classes during this period. 
 Therese‟s common register is indicative of her lack of education and social inferiority. 
Her limited vocabulary, frequent repetition and disrupted syntactic patterns form an acoustic 
mask. She expresses herself in short sentences often inappropriately using phrases such as “I 
ask you” (83), “a respectable woman” (100), “anyone can” (120) and “excuse me” (128). She 
also has an endless supply of clichés such as “Man proposes God disposes” (119). The result 
is an incessant repetition of a limited type of conversation. However, Therese‟s repetitive 
speech patterns have a wider significance in relation to trauma as they allude to the manner in 
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which she is compelled to re-live her distress. In other words, her speech patterns imitate the 
way trauma is not laid to rest in the past, but continues to impose itself in the present. 
  Therese‟s distorted personality and her acoustic mask which is dominated by repetitive 
words and phrases allude to the character‟s social and personal trauma. In addition to being a 
victim of society divided into classes by the capitalist market economy, her lower class status, 
poverty, and her father‟s death (followed by possible child abuse perpetrated by her mother‟s 
partner), reveal early patterns of loss and violence. Therese narrates an incident of her 
childhood experience which reveals hidden wounds although her account lacks any specific 
acknowledgement of the violence inflicted upon her. Instead, it exposes the inaccessible 
nature of trauma in its denials, omissions and transference of blame: 
Wasted everything she [Therese‟s mother] did. Every winter a new blouse. My old dad wasn‟t 
cold in his grave six years, and she took up with a fellow. He was a one, a butcher he was, 
knocked her about, and always after the girls. I scratched his face for him. He wanted me, too, but 
I didn‟t fancy him. I only humoured him to annoy the old woman. Everything for my children she 
used to say. She looked a picture that time she came home from work and found her man with her 
daughter! Nothing had happened yet. The butcher tried to get out of bed. I grabbed tight hold of 
him, so he couldn‟t get away until the old woman came right in and up to the bed. She did take on! 
Hunted him out of the room with her bare hands. She hugged hold of me, howled and tried to kiss 
me. But I didn‟t care for that and scratched her. 
 “No better than a step-mother, that‟s what you are!” I screamed. To her dying day she thought 
he‟d done me wrong. He never did. I‟m a respectable woman and never had anything to do with 
men. (64) 
This narrative of Therese‟s childhood is the only representation in Auto-da-Fé of her youth 
and provides valuable clues to explain some of the violent and materialistic impulses she 
displays throughout the novel. Therese would have been a child at the turn of the twentieth 
century and, at this time, the death of the primary breadwinner in a working class family 
would have placed a great deal of financial strain on the remaining members of the family 
which usually included several children. Up until the First World War destitute people in 
Austria were largely dependent on private care and charity as there was no welfare system in 
place thus Therese probably grew up in deplorable social conditions. Her poverty is alluded to 
by the resentment she feels towards her mother for buying a new blouse once a year. In 
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addition to the physical and emotional suffering these conditions must have caused this 
family, they also made it vulnerable to predatory males, such as the butcher. 
 From the outset Therese admits that the butcher has inappropriate intentions towards 
her; yet she repeatedly and emphatically denies any sexual encounter. The text suggests the 
probability of her abuse by describing a violent and sexually unrestrained man and linking his 
occupation with the slaughter of defenceless animals. However, Therese‟s testimony 
emphatically denies this − “Nothing had happened yet” and “He never did” − and avoids any 
reference to her helplessness. Rather than admit victimisation, she claims to have been in 
control of the situation by grabbing the butcher when he attempted to get out of the bed they 
were in and attacking her mother by scratching her face and screaming at her. Therese‟s claim 
to respectability and that she “never ha[d] anything to do with men” is repeated by this 
character throughout the novel as a constant reminder of her secret. Yet, her blatant attempts 
to seduce the furniture salesman later in the novel and her eagerness to accept Pfaff‟s sexual 
advances after she has expelled Kien from the library, expose this claim as false and point to 
her inability to come to terms with her childhood trauma and deal with it in a meaningful way. 
I elaborate in greater detail regarding omissions, denials and linguistic fragmentation in 
chapter four. 
 Although Therese‟s narrative excludes any acknowledgement of financial deprivation 
owing to her social conditions or sexual abuse, it is charged with emotions of anger and 
hatred. Yet, these are not directed at the social order or at the butcher, but rather at her 
mother. She blames her mother for wasting her meagre resources by buying a new blouse 
every winter and implies that she was immoral for finding a new partner six years after her 
husband‟s death. These accusations seem unfair especially in the light of her mother‟s anguish 
when she discovers the butcher in bed with her daughter. Actually, Therese‟s mother‟s 
response seems to indicate that she cares deeply for her daughter; she is so enraged that she 
places the fear for her own safety aside and chases the man who “knock[s] her about” out of 
the room. Instead of allowing her mother to comfort her, Therese scratches and verbally 
abuses her. Moreover, her disrespect is evident in her refusal to call her “mother”, but rather 
“old woman”. It becomes clear that the intense malice which she directs at Kien was at first 
directed at her mother whom she also refers to as “the dirty old hag” (64). In several other 
places in the novel, Therese mentions the hatred she feels towards her mother. She despises 
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her mother so much that in her old age she callously allows her to die “in the gutter” without 
“a crust to her name” (322).  
 It could be argued that this narrative reveals several elements of Therese‟s childhood 
which are not adequately acknowledged.Nevertheless, a destructive emotional response exists 
which is compulsively projected elsewhere. This emotional transference points to a traumatic 
event which seems to have been excluded from her consciousness and is not available to 
verbal-linguistic expression. In other words, the loss of her father and the probable desperate 
financial situation was exacerbated by the harassment and violence of the butcher which is 
never adequately addressed. Therese is only able to reveal her past experience as an 
expression of blame against a third party: her mother. Through its emotional transference, 
omissions and denials, her narrative suggests that she is unable to accommodate her trauma 
within her psyche because the ordinary mechanisms of her cognition are unable to properly 
integrate the experience into her consciousness. Therefore, the traumatic event appears not 
make sense to her as she is unable to properly interpret what she experienced at the time. In 
other words, the text suggests that during a traumatic experience, there seems to be a failure to 
allocate adequate meaning to what happened which may explain why this trauma cannot be 
narrated in an ordinary way. 
 A similar pattern of emotional repression linked with omissions and denials is evident in 
an account of one of Kien‟s childhood memories which is distorted by his hidden animosity 
towards women and warped perception of sexual intimacy. As in Therese‟s narrative, Auto-
da-Fé provides no explicit indications which explain Kien‟s attitude but does reveal his 
emotionally disturbed inner world and shows the way in which this impacts on his telling of 
an event.  
 From the start of the novel Kien makes it apparent that he is averse to having a wife and 
fulfilling the duties it entails but, for the benefit of his library, he is later moved to propose 
marriage to Therese. The wedding ceremony is bizarre in its abstraction and is more like the 
signing of a deal than legalising a loving union: no affection is shown; there are no family 
members present to witness the marriage; no special clothes are worn; and there is no 
celebration afterwards. As they travel home by train from the wedding service, Kien oscillates 
between his impulse to consummate his marriage and outright rejection thereof.  
 The prospect of sexual intimacy with Therese triggers a flashback in Kien which is 
linked to her skirt “that was even bluer than usual and more stiffly starched” (54). A 
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pervading symbol in the novel is this heavily starched blue skirt Therese wears every day. 
Allusions to this image recur continuously throughout the novel and the blue skirt acts as a 
dual symbol of Therese‟s sexuality as well as Kien‟s torment. The frequent repetition of this 
symbol creates a sense of compulsive re-enactment which is similar to Therese‟s repetitive 
use of specific words and phrases. It suggests that trauma is not laid to rest but continues to 
haunt the characters. It is therefore significant that a recollection which becomes invested 
with trauma is initiated by his contemplation of Therese‟s skirt. 
 As Kien surreptitiously contemplates the skirt, he remembers being at the seaside as a 
child and wanting to see the mollusc inside the mussel shell. In the following narrative of the 
memory, the shell is used as a metaphor for the skirt which becomes associated with a 
childhood experience that is infused with disturbing allusions to violence and pain. It suggests 
a narrative beyond a simple childhood recollection in its revelation of Kien‟s dysfunctional 
sense of sexuality:  
The mussel yielded not a chink. He had never seen one naked. What kind of animal did the shell 
enclose with such impenetrable strength? He wanted to know at once: he had the hard, stiff-necked 
thing between his hands, he tortured it with fingers and finger-nails; the mussel tortured him back. 
He vowed not to stir a step from the place until he had broken it open. The mussel took a different 
vow. She would not allow herself to be seen. Why should she be so modest, he thought, I shall let 
her go afterwards, as far as I‟m concerned I shall shut her up again, I shan‟t hurt her, I promise I 
shan‟t. (54)   
The „contest‟ in this flashback between Kien and the mussel is initiated by childish curiosity; 
yet as the account progresses, the reader becomes aware of adult sexual issues being 
superimposed on this process of recollection. It becomes apparent that the adult Kien transfers 
what he anticipates happening when he gets home, where he intends to consummate his 
marriage to Therese, onto his boyhood self in this narrative.   
 The text represents an innocent memory as a disconcerting metaphor of sexual assault 
and ultimately rape. Kien remembers being a boy and wanting to see the mollusc inside the 
mussel shell. The frustration of trying to open the shell is converted, in the mind of the adult 
Kien, into the forced sexual assault on Therese when she refuses to comply with his sexual 
advances. The mussel is described as female and is unwilling to reveal her body. Owing to her 
physical weakness the mussel (Therese), is at the mercy of the more powerful male who 
refuses to respect her physical integrity and intensifies his attack. The language of the text 
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indicates the violence of this experience. There is a shift, which is maintained throughout the 
narrative of this recollection, from the pronoun − “it” − to the feminine − “her”− after the 
sentence: “The mussel took a different vow”. This change in the gender of the mollusc draws 
attention to the mussel as female. The gendered personification is intensified by attaching 
human intention and behaviour to the mussel. From Kien‟s distorted perspective, she tortures 
him, makes a vow to remain unopened, and is modest.  
 The attitude of the speaker changes towards the mussel with the feminization of the 
pronouns. Kien‟s regression to his childhood becomes apparent in this memory as the sexual 
innuendo becomes more intense. He attempts to persuade the mussel using pleas as a means 
of cajoling her to open her shell on her own accord. He promises to refrain from injuring her 
and to let her go afterwards. However, the unresponsive attitude of the mussel does not 
convince „the boy‟ to leave her alone; rather he intensifies his attempt by carrying on an 
argument which persists absurdly for several hours.  
  Kien‟s memory of the frustration he felt as a boy on the beach trying to open the 
mussel shell seems to be equated with his perception of how to approach Therese and how she 
will respond to his sexual advances when they arrive home. The narration of this flashback 
suggests that the adult Kien displaces his anticipated frustration onto his boyhood self. Kien 
seems to go back in time to escape the reality of his own disturbing thoughts in the present. 
The narrative of the struggle between the boy and the mussel reveals some aspects of Kien‟s 
psychological state in this moment. For Kien, the sexual act seems to be perceived as a power 
struggle. He expects his wife to resist his advances no matter what measures he takes to 
seduce her.  
 In the final moment of the flashback, Kien realizes his words are as “impotent” as his 
fingers. This word is significant in the context of this analysis as it provides a possible clue to 
Kien‟s sense of sexual inadequacy and frustration which finally manifests in the narrative as 
an act of violation against the mussel which has become a metaphor for Therese. The image 
of a ship with the name “Alexander” in huge black letters on the side sails by and triggers the 
boy‟s violent attack on the mussel which ends the struggle and results in its destruction. When 
Kien sees the ship, he decides to use physical force to gain entry into the shell of the mussel; 
to “reach his goal the direct way”. The name “Alexander”, with its connotation of male acts of 
conquest, prompts Kien to hurl the shell with all his strength on the ground and stamp it to 
pieces: 
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Then he laughed in the midst of his rage, pulled on his shoes in a twinkling, hurled the mussel with 
all his strength on the ground and performed a Gordian dance of victory. Now her shell was utterly 
useless to her. His shoes crushed it to pieces. Soon he had the creature stark naked on the ground, a 
miserable fleck of fraudulent slime, not an animal at all. (54) 
 The intricately woven text seems to equate Kien‟s act of physical violence against the mussel 
in the past with his thoughts of rape in the present by its reference to male conquest and 
feminine subjugation. The adult male, who places himself in the boy‟s position as he stands 
above the mussel and with “all his strength” crushes the shell to pieces, is one of attempted 
dominance. This display of strength is reinforced by the connection of this violence against 
the shell to the myth of Alexander and the Gordian knot 
6− the boy‟s uncontrolled stamping 
on the mussel is described as a “Gordian dance of victory”.The image of Alexander using 
force to resolve a situation which really required patience also reinforces the reality of Kien‟s 
violent impulses in the present. 
 By hurling the mussel on the ground, it is reduced to a position of nakedness. Moreover, 
the text suggests that the act of violence has stripped the mussel of her identity as an “animal” 
(53) and reduced her to a “creature” (54) and still further to the suggestion of non-penetrative 
sexual violation: “a miserable fleck of fraudulent slime”. This description of what remains 
after the mussel is destroyed could be linked to the reference to impotency earlier on in the 
narrative. By describing this mark as “fraudulent” Kien finally projects the responsibility for 
the sexual assault onto Therese. He later confirms this notion of diminished identity by a 
remark that Therese “without her shell − without her skirt − did not exist” (54). Kien‟s slip 
also confirms the metaphoric interpretation of this flashback.  
 The flashback suggests that for Kien, the prospect of a sexual relationship with his wife 
is devoid of any meaningful interaction since the sexual act is associated with his feelings of 
impotency, violence, and what he regards as her deceit. In his distorted perception, Therese 
would have to be compelled to disclose her body hidden beneath the blue skirt just as the 
mussel is forced to open its shell. Kien seems unable to imagine his wife offering him her 
body voluntarily. This distortion is evident in the way it corrupts the narrative of a childhood 
memory.  
 Although this narrative suggests Kien‟s comically skewed perception of sexuality, the 
symbol of the skirt, which is compulsively repeated throughout the novel, and the memory 
connected to it suggest a hidden trauma within the character‟s consciousness. The distortions 
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provide a clue to the possibility that Kien experienced something earlier in his life which 
damaged his concept of sexuality. The fact that the skirt triggered this specific childhood 
memory seems to indicate that something happened to Kien at that time and possibly the 
violence he now directs at Therese was initially directed against him. In his present state, he 
re-directs responsibility for this onto Therese. In addition, his sexual frustration could be 
linked to impotency as is hinted at by the word “impotent” and the image of “fraudulent 
slime”. Still, Canetti‟s novel once again provides no satisfactorily explanation of the reason 
for Kien‟s misogynist attitude towards women. It is significant for the purposes of this study 
that by allowing these gaps, Auto-da-Fé suggests that the complexities surrounding the 
narration of trauma may be a result of reactions to an experience beyond the scope of ordinary 
conceptualisation. In part, it provides this insight by representing characters who manifest 
symptoms of having experienced some ordeal and yet often precludes a coherent explanation 
of their behaviour.  
 When the novel does represent traumatic events, it further reveals the way trauma seems 
to be precluded from the characters‟ consciousness in their personal testimonies which are 
later told of what occurred. One of the most unsettling of these accounts in the novel is Kien‟s 
narrative of the events surrounding his expulsion from the library at the end of Part One. He 
seems unable to provide a coherent narration about this event; instead he fills the gap between 
his experience of the violence and the reality of the event with fantastic revenge scenarios.  
 After the wedding, Therese‟s exploitation of Kien becomes all-encompassing: she 
intimidates her husband into physical and emotional submission and she systematically takes 
possession of his library by quartering it off room by room. Once Therese has locked up each 
room for her exclusive access, she moves into Kien‟s study. His incarceration and 
dispossession is so extreme that he is not even allowed to touch the door handles since they 
now belong only to her. Hence, he withdraws exclusively to his desk and is permitted to use a 
narrow corridor in one of the rooms as access to the lavatory.  
 Therese‟s final act of violence against Kien is motivated by her attempt to take Kien‟s 
bankbook and results in his expulsion from the library. While he sits at his desk, she grabs the 
legs of the chair and shoves him aside. Therese yanks and wrenches at the desk in search of 
the bankbook. Kien‟s view is that “[i]n that writing desk [are] hidden the industry and 
patience of decades” and Therese “treats his manuscripts like waste paper” (164). She mixes 
up his research by hurling sheets of paper wildly about and they fall on top of the desk and to 
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the floor. Kien sits in the chair and experiences her rummaging through his desk as a personal 
attack: “her fingers were shredding his papers, his eyes, his brain” (165). When Therese is 
unable to find the bankbook, which is actually in Kien‟s jacket pocket, she goes furtherand 
stamps on the manuscripts on the floor, spits on those on top of the desk, and tears up 
everything in the last drawer. Since Kien identifies with his manuscripts; he experiences the 
damage to them as violence on himself and he tries to stop her by ineffectually hurling 
himself on her. With that she grabs at his head and hits it on the writing desk, strikes him, 
spits in his face and drags him out of the library.  
 The damage to his manuscripts and the violent expulsion from his library constitute 
further trauma in Kien‟s life. He is dispossessed of everything which gives his existence 
security and purpose. The trauma is intensified as his identity is intrinsically attached to his 
books and academic endeavour. Yet, he exhibits no emotional recognition or sense of loss. 
Rather, he hugs his bankbook “happily” as he sits outside his home as one dispossessed (166).  
 It is evident from Kien‟s inability to accept the consequences of these events that he has 
a limited awareness of what has happened. He does realise that he cannot return to the library, 
so he makes up a story to explain why he has been forcibly evicted from his home by the 
woman who was originally his housekeeper. The bizarre account which he relays months after 
his expulsion from the library speaks from the gap between the realities of the cruelties he has 
suffered and his experience of these events. His account of the trauma excludes all personal 
vulnerability. Rather, he makes delusional claims to have tricked Therese into a position 
where she is obliged to remain “in custody” and release him from the library (172). According 
to Kien, he locks her in the flat. The following narrative which is Kien‟s version of what 
happened to Therese after his expulsion from the library, becomes an extreme fabrication of 
the actual events and develops into a more disturbing and cannibalistic story: 
She had destroyed herself, she had devoured herself for love of money. Perhaps she had had 
provisions in the house… For weeks she lived on these, and then suddenly there was no more. She 
realised that she had used up all her stores. But she did not lie down and die… But she, driven to 
madness by her desire for his will, had eaten herself up, piece by piece. To her last moment she 
saw the will before her. She tore the flesh off her bones in tatters, this hyena, she lived from body 
to mouth, she ate the bleeding flesh without cooking it, how could she cook it, then she died, a 
skeleton. (261) 
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This narrative focuses on Kien‟s fantasy of locking Therese up in the library and her resulting 
self-inflicted torment and death. In this version, Therese runs out of food supplies, but does 
not starve to death. Instead she is described as a type of “hyena” who has been “driven to 
madness” by her greed for money and tears the flesh off her body in pieces and eats it. The 
horrific violence of this scenario points to the intensity of emotional anguish within the 
observer. This necrotic vision is reinforced by disturbing images of a human being who is 
driven to “madness”, “destroyed” and “devoured”. A graphic image of bleeding and tattered 
flesh precedes her death and decomposition. 
 Kien is unable to direct his emotions into a meaningful description. The disturbing 
suicidal nature of the account he does give suggests that the difficulty in narrating trauma can 
be traced to the way in which the traumatic event seems to lie outside the boundaries of 
experience and thus is not contained within language. It appears as though Kien is unable to 
assimilate the traumatic situation within his psyche which is evident in the peculiarity of his 
narrative. Therefore, this unsettling description suggests that a gap exists between the actual 
trauma he has suffered and his perception of his suffering. Kien cannot accept that he has 
been dispossessed of his books, physically abused, and ejected from his home by Therese. As 
a result he invents a false story which satisfies his need for revenge and assures him that he is 
safe.  
 Kien seems unable to acknowledge an experience that has no meaning for him and tries 
to make sense of what he is feeling. He fails to formulate any understanding of the experience 
through language. This narration seems to be an attempt to integrate his trauma into 
consciousness in a way he can accept even though it distorts the truth. This distortion suggests 
that narrative memory is by definition a construction and misrepresentation of the past. 
Therefore, the text shows that uncovering memories is not enough. They need to be placed in 
their proper context and reconstructed in a meaningful way. Kien‟s attempt to give an account 
of what happened suggests that if narration of traumatic memory is essential in order to bring 
peace to the traumatised character, the narration is accomplished at the cost of falsifying the 
traumatic origin.  
 In Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), Freud offers an explanation as to why trauma 
is inaccessible to the psyche which is the root of the complications attached to traumatic 
testimony. The importance of this essay lies in its revision of Freud‟s earlier theory of 
instincts, positing that in addition to the libido, a competing death instinct exists. The 
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traditional belief was that traumatic neuroses were the result of physical injuries, however, in 
Freud‟s analysis of the trauma experienced by veterans of the First World, he notes that such 
psychological trauma does not occur in exact correspondence to physical trauma, for instance, 
linked to a serious wound to bodily tissue. A physical wound is experienced as a direct 
infliction from which there is healing; whereas psychological trauma does not seem to occupy 
a specific site or known experience at all (Freud 2001:12). It seems to be blocked out of 
consciousness − or repressed − as if it had never happened (Freud 2001:31-32). Various 
aspects of the narratives in Auto-da-Fé− which I have discussed in this chapter − also suggest 
that the characters do not fully register their traumatic experience: Therese seems unable to 
acknowledge her sexual abuse; Kien‟s refuses to address his sexual dysfunction; and he 
invents a false narrative to explain why he is expelled from the library. 
 In her work on the effects associated with personal and historic trauma in Unclaimed 
Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History (1996), Caruth takes Freud‟s notion of an event 
which is not registered as a known experience further and explains that trauma to the psyche 
is caused by a shock which shatters the mind‟s experience of time. Thus, the psyche is 
disturbed by the lack of readiness to take in the stimulus that comes too rapidly. It is not 
simply the threat to the body, but “the fact that the threat is recognised as such by the mind 
one moment too late” (Caruth 1996:62). For Caruth, the shock of the mind‟s relation to the 
threat of death is not the direct experience of the threat, but precisely “the missing of this 
experience, the fact that, not being experienced in time, it has not yet been fully known” 
(1996:62). In Auto-da-Fé Kien appears to suffer from a fracture in his experience of time in 
his encounter with Franz outside the bookshop, which seems to indicate his past is not 
properly integrated into his psyche. Although, he is able to identify with the boy which 
indicates that he must have some awareness of the pain in his past. 
 Caruth expands this notion by suggesting that trauma creates a “wound in the mind” 
where the representation ought to be (1995:6). Her work on trauma is based on the notion that 
trauma precludes all representation because the ordinary mechanisms of consciousness and 
memory are temporarily shattered. Rather, an undistorted or “literal” registration of the 
traumatic event occurs that is dissociated from normal mental processes of cognition 
(1995:152). According to Caruth, this event cannot be known at all or represented but returns 
to haunt the traumatised person in belated forms of repetitive phenomena which are 
considered a re-experience of the traumatic event (Caruth 1995:153). Canetti‟s novel uses 
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flashbacks such as Kien‟s experience of Franz Metzger and his experience as a child on the 
beach. The recurrent appearance of repetitive words and symbols seem to suggest that the 
characters are frequently haunted by their past. 
 For Caruth, trauma is not locatable in the original event in that person‟s past, but rather 
in the way that its very unassimilated nature returns to disturb him or her later on. She 
suggests that trauma is not available to consciousness until it imposes itself again repeatedly 
in nightmares and repetitive actions (1996:4). According to Caruth, the missed experience is 
internalised without the self‟s mediation; hence, without any relation to the self. As the event 
is not known, it becomes a threat to any understanding of what the self might be in this 
context. Thus the trauma defines the shape of the traumatised person‟s future life (Caruth 
1996:59). 
 Both Kien and Therese‟s lives in Auto-da-Fé seem to be shaped by some traumatic 
experience. For instance, Kien‟s gruesome fabrication of Therese‟s death indicates that he has 
been unable to fully register the trauma of being expelled from the library. Neither does the 
text provide a coherent recollection of Therese‟s sexual abuse which may suggest that she was 
so shocked by the attack on her body that she “missed” it, as Caruth describes (1996:62). 
However, the text does not show to what extent the experience is not registered in the mind of 
the characters. Considering their denials, transference of blame and falsifications, it is 
possible that they have at least some awareness of the trauma, but prefer not to acknowledge 
it. Nevertheless it seems that the trauma is not properly integrated into their psyches. 
  
Fictional Representation of Escape from Violence  
An analysis of several narratives in Auto-da-Fé suggests that trauma is not properly registered 
in the mind of the characters. To explain this I have used Freud‟s notion of repression and 
Caruth‟s theory that the experience is so overwhelming that it is somehow missed. On the 
other hand, Canetti‟s novel seems to offer an alternative to the notion of repression and the 
missed experience in the fictional representation of Kien‟s psychological response to one of 
Therese‟s beatings. In the following description, the text suggests a different way of 
understanding the individual response to violence: instead of the memory of the traumatic 
event being pushed deep into the unconscious mind, the character responds to violence by the 
withdrawal of the self. This has implications for the narration of trauma because if the self is 
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absent during the assault; there can be no memory of the event and therefore no narrative is 
possible. This removal of the self from the experience of trauma is represented in Canetti‟s 
novel through the depiction of Kien‟s thought processes during the one of the severe beatings 
he is subjected to by his wife.  
 Therese is a “tough creature” and she strikes him like one “possessed” (151). While she 
hits at him with her fists and elbows and tramples on him with her feet, she screeches out the 
“foulest abuse” (152). As the violence of the beating escalates, the text demonstrates how 
Kien‟s self withdraws from the violence: 
Thin and small he murmured, thin and small. There would have been so much less to hit. He 
shrank together. She hit wide. Was she still cursing? She hit the floor, she hit the bed, he heard the 
hard blows. She could hardly find him any more, he had made himself so small; and that was why 
she was cursing. „Abortion!‟ she cried. What a good thing he was! He was visibly dwindling; 
uncanny how fast. Already he had to search for himself: she‟d never find him; he had grown so 
small, he couldn‟t see himself anymore. 
  She went on striking hard and accurately. (152) 
This narrative captures the receding consciousness of the character in his attempt to 
ameliorate the painful effects of a brutal assault. The focus is not on the reality of the event, 
but on the imagined escape of the self. The repetition of “thin and small” signifies the fantasy 
beginning of a retraction of the psyche of the character from the traumatic event. There is a  
gradual shrinking of the self from the violence directed at his person. As the process begins, 
Kien imagines he is unable to feel the blows on his body − “She hit wide”− or hear her 
swearing: “Was she still cursing?” Although he can hear the sound of the blows, he perceives 
them to be directed at the floor and the bed rather than at him.  
 Kien‟s subjective experience of “dwindling” is of such an intense nature that he 
becomes convinced that Therese is unable to find him any longer because he has made 
himself so small. He even ascribes her verbal abuse to his conviction that he is diminishing at 
an astonishing speed. For Kien, it occurs so quickly that he becomes doubtful as to whether he 
can see himself anymore. The curse “Abortion!” is no longer a mere expletive, but in Kien‟s 
experience, becomes a statement of the loss of self as he supposedly vanishes. In this scene, 
the character retreats and finally absents himself altogether during trauma thereby reinforcing 
the idea that the specific details of the traumatic event may become inaccessible to his psyche. 
However, a shift in focus is generated by a new paragraph and the sentence: “She went on 
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striking hard and accurately”. This is significant as the text draws attention to the reality of 
the violent attack versus the deluded consciousness of the victimised character.  
 Auto-da-Fé provides a fictional representation of Kien‟s withdrawal of the self as a 
response to violence which suggests that his psyche is removed from the trauma thus 
excluding the possibility of a meaningful narration. It follows that if the character experienced 
the self as absent from an event, he would have no knowledge of that reality. Instead of the 
trauma being repressed, the traumatised character undergoes a mental process of removing 
himself from the scene. He first looks at it from a distance and then „disappears‟ altogether, 
leaving things in the room to face the overwhelming experience. The character experiences 
the self as detached from the event and,consequently, it cannot be available as a site of 
repression. It follows that a memory like this would be stored in an alternative space which is 
completely removed from his consciousness and would not be available as a narrative. I 
expand on the notion of trauma being stored in a space other than the usual memory system in 
chapter four which focuses on how trauma is represented by the novel as being stored in the 
body and thus is not available for coherent narration. 
 Kien‟s „disappearance‟ during the violent beating seems to anticipate aspects of van der 
Kolk‟s findings in Traumatic Stress: The overwhelming Experience on Mind, Body and 
Society which claims that a re-enactment of trauma does not signify a repression of the 
traumatic event, as Freud suggests in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Instead, the traumatic 
experience is encoded in the brain in a completely different way from ordinary memory (van 
der Kolk 1996:52). According to van der Kolk, traumatic memory is not integrated into 
ordinary awareness, but is dissociated from consciousness and therefore is inaccessible for 
normal recollection (1996:52). Hence, traumatic memories cannot be expressed in verbal-
linguistic terms. They suggest that traumatic memories are unlike ordinary memories which 
may be narrated and more like implicit memories which govern “skills and habits, emotional 
responses, reflexive actions, and classically conditioned responses” (1996:281). It is 
significant that this fictional depiction of a character‟s traumatic response written in the 
1930‟s and van der Kolk current medical finding, although from divergent fields of study, 
provide a similar insights into this particular form of traumatic response. These insights 
suggest ways in which trauma impacts on the individual consciousness and also help explain 
why trauma often excludes the possibility of a meaningful narration.  
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Conclusion 
Auto-da-Fé represents a world in which the characters create and experience horrors, but do 
not invent a language in which to describe them adequately. As I have attempted to show in 
this chapter, the characters often find it impossible to bridge the gap they discover opening up 
between the words at their disposal and the traumatic experience. The novel suggests that the 
compulsion to relate the event and the impossibility of doing so informs the very structure of 
narration.  
 I have attempted to show, through an examination of Kien‟s chance meeting and 
discussion with a nine-year-old boy at the start of the novel, how trauma impacts the 
character‟s sense of time. My analysis has revealed that Kien seems to live in two different 
worlds: an interior realm of trauma and the realm of his current everyday life and 
relationships. The text shows how trauma is not locatable in the traumatised character‟s past, 
but rather in the way it returns to haunt him later on. The traumatic experience refuses to be 
represented as the past and is continually re-experienced in the present. This distortion of time 
informs the narrative structure of the novel and suggests that trauma complicates narratives by 
changing the linearity of narrativised time.  
 Distortions in the characters appearance and behaviour as well as flashbacks, repetitive 
words, symbols and metaphors seem to signify that they have experienced some ordeal. My 
examination of Therese‟s narrative of a childhood memory has confirmed that she suffered a 
traumatic experience as a girl. The narrative is complicated by her omissions, denials and 
emotional transference which suggest that her trauma has been excluded from her 
consciousness. Therese‟s inability to integrate her traumatic experience in a meaningful way 
is revealed through her distorted form and personality and her repetitive speech patterns. 
Therefore, the text suggests that although her narrative fails to recognise her trauma, her 
dysfunctional life bears the mark of trauma.  
 My analysis of Kien‟s flashback of destroying the mussel shell on the beach has 
revealed several distortions which suggest that for Kien, the sexual act is associated with his 
feelings of impotency, violence, and what he regards as his wife‟s deceit. I have attempted to 
show how the complexities in this narrative also suggest some hidden trauma within the 
character‟s consciousness.  
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 Extreme distortions to Kien‟s narrative of the events surrounding his expulsion from his 
library at the end of Part One suggest that the difficulty in narrating trauma can be traced to 
the way in which the traumatic event seems to lie outside the boundaries of experience and is 
not contained within language. It appears as though Kien is unable to assimilate the traumatic 
situation within his psyche which is evident in the peculiarity of his narrative. To make sense 
of the violence inflicted upon him; Kien invents a new account, one which creates a space for 
what has happened. My analysis of these narratives has suggested traumatic events, like what 
happens to Kien and Therese, seem to be beyond the character‟s expectations so they do not 
know what happened exactly. Thus, the narrative of trauma resists interpretation. I have used 
Freud‟s theory in Beyond the Pleasure Principle and its subsequent evolution in Caruth‟s 
Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History to support my understanding of why 
trauma appears to be inaccessible to the psyche which in turn complicates any chance of 
traumatic testimony.  
 Lastly, through Kien‟s psychological response to a violent attack by his wife in which 
he experiences the self as detached from the event, I have attempted to show that instead of 
the memory of the traumatic event being pushed deep into the unconscious mind, the 
character responds to violence by the imagined withdrawal of the self. The character feels that 
he is automatically removed from the scene leaving other parts of the personality to suffer and 
store the experience. When this occurs the traumatised character cannot narrate the 
unintegrated experience in a meaningful way. I have argued that if the self is „absent‟, it 
cannot be available as a site of repression. It is possible that a memory like this would be 
stored in an alternative space which is completely removed from his consciousness and would 
not be available as a narrative. This alternative to the notion of repression seems to anticipate 
an aspect of van der Kolk‟s findings in Traumatic Stress: The overwhelming Experience on 
Mind, Body and Society which claims that trauma is not repressed, but rather stored 
elsewhere. 
 The brutalisation of Kien by his wife is indicative of both characters‟ inability to come 
to terms with their past experiences. My analysis of fictional depictions of trauma has 
suggested that trauma may resist integration and complicate the narration of the event. 
However, in the attempts made by the characters to gather understanding of the experience 
through language, the text suggests that the narration of trauma is susceptible to distortion. 
Therefore, in order for trauma to be effectively addressed, it needs to be placed in a proper 
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context and reconstructed in a meaningful way. In the following chapter I consider links 
between trauma and fictional spaces in Canetti‟s novel and Kafka‟s The Burrow. 
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Chapter Two: Space of Isolation 
 
Introduction 
The library in Auto-da-Fé represents a space of isolation created amidst the destruction of the 
protagonist‟s fundamental assumptions about the safety of the world. In general, the radically 
transformed nature of social relations due to the Industrial Revolution, which began in Britain 
in the eighteenth century and spread throughout Western Europe in the nineteenth century, led 
modernist writers to explore the relationship of the individual to the impersonal nature of 
urban existence (Lewis 2007:11). In Canetti‟s novel, Kien is a recluse who has lost faith in his 
external environment and creates his own security in the secluded space of the library. In this 
chapter my focus is on the way fictional characters reconstruct spaces of isolation in response 
to trauma. I wish to argue that the origins of this spacial configuration can be traced back to 
moments of trauma in his life. 
 I compare the fictional representations of the library in Auto-da-Fé to a similar space in 
Franz Kafka‟s The Burrow (trans.1946)(Der Bau, 1931). This comparison involves an 
examination of a narrative which describes the consciousness behind a desire to be isolated 
from society. Both these spacial compositions are reminiscent of an earlier imaginary space of 
isolation or “mouse hole” inhabited by the reclusive character in Fyodor Dostoevsky‟s Notes 
from Underground (1864) (1969:114).  
 The Burrow is an unfinished short story written at the end of Kafka‟s literary career in 
Berlin in 1924 and reveals that he was increasingly preoccupied with the notion of the 
individual's alienation and estrangement from his community (Stahman 2004:19). The Burrow 
is the interior, stream-of-consciousness monologue of a mole-like creature 
7 
who survives by 
tunnelling under the earth. It centres on the creature‟s experience of his underground space 
which is characterised by an emphasis on fencing-off and isolation from the external world 
through an elaborate system of tunnels he has built over the course of its life. It has been 
pointed out that there is an intimate relation, often amounting to a process of identification, 
between the author and the creature in The Burrow (Hermann 1972:152).  I explore this in 
connection to the importance of the writer‟s earlier impression of a need for an isolated space 
which he describes in Letters to Felice (trans.1973) (Briefe an Felice, 1967), written between 
1912 and 1917, and subsequently analysed by Canetti – a great admirer of his work − in 
44 
 
Kafka’s Other Trail: The Letters to Felice (trans.1974) (Der andere Prozess: Kafkas Briefe an 
Felice, 1969). While this move may invite the criticism of an intentional fallacy, it is an early 
indication of a major issue I engage with in chapter four, where Canetti describes the effect of 
other narratives of trauma on his process of healing after 1945. 
 In the first section, I examine the dynamics within the sphere of Kien‟s isolation and the 
extent of his detachment in terms of his emotional responses to others. Kien‟s seclusion 
suggests that he has become estranged from his external environment and has created his own 
security in the separated space of his library. Indeed, the outer world is so distressing for him 
that he will go to great lengths to avoid contact with places, people, and even his own 
thoughts that may arouse associations with earlier trauma. Through this analysis, the marks of 
a traumatised past may begin to make sense of a character otherwise disregarded by several 
critics as pathological. Richard Lawson typifies this approach when he notes that: “From the 
start we realise that he [Kien] is mad, and his madness seems related to, possibly derived 
from, the rigorous intellectual, social and emotional isolation that he imposes on himself” 
(1991:25). Lawson prematurely dismisses the character as simply mad with little 
consideration of the psychological processes underlying his behaviour. Stocksieker Di Maio, 
another critic of Canetti‟s work, refers to the characters as “brutally and grotesquely mad” 
(2004:193). It is this stock interpretation of the character which I intend to challenge. There is 
no doubt that Kien displays pathological symptoms which become increasingly severe as his 
suffering increases throughout the novel, such as his inordinate love of books and his paranoia 
of personal interaction. Nevertheless, I argue that this condition may be as the result of a 
traumatised mind which, in order to avoid the re-experience of the trauma, seeks the safety of 
isolation prior to his final moments of psychotic delusion and death. 
 My analysis of the burrow in Kafka‟s short story reveals that the creature‟s underground 
habitat, which serves his needs of security, shelter and sustenance, appears to be created out 
of a similar urge to avoid the outer world. Both these fictional spaces seem to show how 
experiencing trauma often leads to an avoidance of stimuli associated with distress causing 
the characters to create isolated spaces − as can be seen in the formation the library and the 
burrow − to avoid such stimuli. 
 In the second section of this chapter, I examine the progressive processes of intrusion 
and appropriation of the library and the burrow by another. In Canetti‟s novel the intrusion 
comes in the character of Therese, who is initially employed as Kien‟s housekeeper to look 
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after his vast number of books, but later in his life systematically takes control of the library 
and expels Kien from his space of refuge. In my analysis of The Burrow, the creature‟s 
attempt to isolate himself seems to render his burrow ever more threatening. For the creature, 
the protecting networks and barriers seem to change into fragile facades through which 
enemies are able to attack. Finally, the burrow is subjected to a threat in the form of a noise 
from the outside. Paradoxically, the disintegration of the burrow comes about by the fearful 
creature constantly adopting the view-point of his fictitious enemy.  
  To support my understanding of the consciousness underlying the creation of the 
fictional representations of the library and the burrow as spaces of isolation, I make use of the 
recent findings of psychiatrist Judith Herman in Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of 
Violence ─ from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror (1992) and sociologist Kai Erikson‟s 
observations in his essay Notes on Trauma and Community (1995). Drawing on her research 
on domestic violence as well as on the literature of war veterans and victims of political 
terror, Herman points out that the traumatised person often feels utterly abandoned. Trauma 
seems to call into question all human relationships and compromises the traumatised person‟s 
sense of safety in the world which often results in isolation from society (Herman 1992:51).  
 Kai Erikson has studied a number of sociological disasters, including the Buffalo Creek 
flood in West Virginia in 1972. Through his studies, he has come to a similar realisation: the 
loss of a traumatised person‟s sense of safety in the world, as so often happens in 
catastrophes, may cause the person to withdraw from society. Thus he finds that a sense of 
alienation is often indicative of a traumatised mind as the person feels totally abandoned and 
alone (1995:187). 
 
Fictional Representations of a Space of Isolation 
For Kien in Auto-da-Fé and the burrowing creature in The Burrow, the outer world is so 
dangerous that the creation of an isolated space is the only way to remain safe. This inordinate 
fear suggests that they may have been through a traumatic experience which makes them go 
to great lengths to avoid contact with anything outside the confines of these safe spaces, and 
even to escape their own thoughts, that may arouse associations with their past. These 
fictional representations of the library and the burrow show how experiencing an ordeal often 
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leads to an avoidance of stimuli associated with the distress and can, ultimately, lead to 
complete alienation from society.  
 In Auto-da-Fé, the character Kien is a brilliant sinologist who imposes rigorous 
intellectual, social and emotional isolation on himself. Kien manifests symptoms of 
anthropophobia by living in extreme isolation and keeping himself occupied with obsessive 
intellectual endeavour. The text demonstrates how such chosen isolation is symptomatic of a 
character who has survived a traumatic event as he has come to feel separated from the rest of 
humanity. Trauma creates a space of loneliness because the character that experiences it drifts 
away from the everyday moods and understandings that govern social life. Kien‟s sense of 
estrangement is made apparent by his pursuit of a highly specialised profession in almost 
complete alienation in his extensive private library. His deliberate separation from society is 
so profound that “his world [i]s his library” (415) and ironically he doubts he “would have the 
strength to go on living” in the event of his library‟s destruction (41). Furthermore, his 
dedication to his academic pursuit is so intense he that he has become the owner of the most 
important private library in the whole of Vienna (11). 
8
 The library is isolated on the topmost 
floor of a block of flats; removed by virtue of its location above the hustle and bustle of social 
interaction in the street below. To ensure no intrusion from the outside world, the door of his 
flat is fortified by three highly complicated locks (23). The text clearly states that he has no 
dealings with anyone and refuses all invitations (18). Indeed, “[h]e love[s] his library so 
dearly; it [is] his substitute for human beings” (446). Kien‟s need to avoid reminders of 
possible traumatic incidents that may be found in everyday social encounters fosters his 
withdrawal from relationships.  
 Kien‟s physical form mirrors a removal from the emotional sustenance of relationships. 
His body appears desiccated as he is exceptionally tall and emaciated. Since Kien has 
responded to the traumatic encounters in his life by living at a remove from reality he seems 
to be „starved‟ of affection. Thus, the text also mirrors this emotional lack in the 
malnourishment and emaciated form of the character‟s body. 
 Kien‟s evasion of relationships extends to his family as he cuts all ties with his only 
brother, George. In fact, George never wrote to him anymore since “[f]or some years he had 
answered no letter from Paris until his brother grew tired of it and stopped writing” (123). 
Furthermore, from the start of the novel he has no interest in having a wife and fulfilling the 
duties it entails (12). Kien‟s withdrawal from personal relationships manifests in distrust for 
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people in general. He uses this as an excuse to avoid contact with others on his daily walk. 
Since “every passer-by [is] a liar” he can only draw closer to the truth by shutting himself off 
from the world (15). Consequently, “he never look[s] at them” (15). On occasion Kien would 
meet, either in the street or in a bookshop, a person who amazes him by saying something 
reasonable. So, in order to obliterate any impression which contradicts his “contempt for the 
mass of mankind” he performs an arithmetical calculation which involves adding up the 
number of words the person probably spoke in a day (44). Of those words which amounted to 
approximately ten thousand, “three of them are not without sense” (44). Nevertheless Kien 
reckons, by looking at the man‟s features, the other thousands of words which “whirl through 
his head” are “one imbecility after another” and he is relieved that he is not obliged to listen 
to them (44). 
 A further technique Kien employs to classify others as senseless and thus unworthy of 
his association, is to make lists of their blunders. He carries a long narrow notebook in his 
pocket which has the word “stupidities” written on the title page (21). More than half the 
notebook is full. Date, time and place come first, followed by the incident which is “supposed 
to illustrate the stupidity of mankind” (21). In this way Kien is able to rationalise his social 
alienation. The character‟s peculiar thought and behaviour patterns reveal how trauma 
impacts, not only on the psychological structures of the self, but also on the systems of 
attachment and meaning that links the character to his community. 
  Kien's physical isolation from the outside world reflects a general sense of alienation 
experienced in modernist society. In the 1930s, communities in Europe were suffering from 
radical social upheavals and many peopleshared the assumption that some relationship or 
connection between people that once existed had been lost. Nineteenth century European 
Realism, however violent its criticism of reality, had always assumed the unity of the world it 
described and seen it as inseparable from human beings, but in modernist literature, human 
beings become solitary and asocial by nature (Lukás, 1957:143-4). Many Modernist writers 
such as Kafka and Thomas Wolfe shared the conviction that solitariness is not a rare 
condition or something peculiar to a few especially solitary people, but the “inescapable, 
central fact of human existence” (Lukás, 1957:144). Therefore, from this point of view, 
Kien‟s withdrawal from society can be seen as a representation of the individual retreating 
into isolation as a response to the cruelty of the modern age. 
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 In addition to the exclusion of any personal interaction, Kien keeps any intrusion from 
without at bay by minimising possible objects of distraction even within the secluded space of 
his library. His entrance hall contains nothing except an umbrella and a coat-stand. The entire 
wall-space of the four spacious communicating rooms, which form the library, is covered by 
books. The four rooms are devoid of furniture except for one which serves as Kien‟s study. 
This room contains pieces of furniture which are purely functional: a stepladder moved from 
room to room in order to reach the higher books; a writing desk and an armchair; a second 
chair; and a divan on which he sleeps. There is no table, cupboard or fireplace to interrupt the 
monotony of the bookshelves.  
 Kien has skylights placed in the ceiling so that the windows could be walled up, which 
was done after a determined struggle with the landlord. In this way Kien gains more wall 
space, but he admits that the lack of windows is a better arrangement as it alleviates the 
temptation to watch what goes on in the street below. Without the windows: “no superfluous 
article of furniture, no single superfluous person could lure him from his serious work” (23). 
The skylights are significant as they replace the view from the windows of the busy street 
below with an outlook devoid of human activity. Through the skylights he can only perceive 
the change from day to night and the variations in the weather: 
Through the glass above him he could see the condition of the heavens, more tranquil, more 
attenuated than the reality. A soft blue: the sun shines, but not on me. A grey no less soft: it will 
rain, but not on me. A gentle murmur announcing the rain drops. He was aware of them at a 
distance, he knew only: the sun shines, the clouds gather, the rain falls. It was as if he had 
barricaded himself against the world: against all material relations, against all terrestrial needs, had 
built himself a hermitage, a vast hermitage, so vast that it would hold those few things on this earth 
which are more than this earth itself, more than the dust to which our life at last returns, as if he 
had closely sealed it and filled it with those things alone. (67) 
Kien‟s library represents a space of voluntary confinement and a mitigation against the 
harshness of life. The patterns of the weather have replaced the patterns of life in the street 
below: the blue and grey colours of the sky are soft; the sound of rain is muted; and any 
climatic changes occur at a distance. The text draws on Kien‟s lack of sensory participation − 
sight, touch and sound − in the world as an expression of the distance between the character 
and his experience of reality. The character seems to experience his library as a type of outer 
body which protects the self from the perceived dangers pressing in on him from all sides. 
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 However, the safety of the library is undermined by the language of the narrative. There 
is a change from the third person narrative to the first person in the repetition: “but not on 
me”. Up until this moment the distancing effect of the third person narrative supports the 
character‟s position of safety in isolation yet the possibility of the slightest contact with an 
outside element, even something as natural as the sun and the rain, is represented as a threat 
and personalised. The shift into the first person narration suggests Kien‟s deep vulnerability 
and destabilizes the security he boasts of. Therefore, Kien‟s attempt to alleviate the possibility 
of any trigger which could initiate re-traumatisation is undermined by the language of the 
narrative.  
 The character‟s compulsion to be sheltered from a perceived danger is reflected as he 
“barricade[s] himself against the world: against all material relations, against all terrestrial 
needs”. The repetition of the word “against” creates an effect of systematically building an 
all-encompassing physical and psychological defensive structure between the character and 
the outer world. Furthermore, the repetition of the word “hermitage” encapsulates Kien‟s 
desperate need to isolate himself entirely from the outer world since only when alone, in a 
space absent of relationships and a disinterest in material concerns, is he confident that 
nothing can hurt him.  
 The vastness of the hermitage indicates the character‟s need to be removed far away 
from the outer world. The greater the distance between him and society, the safer he feels. 
The sense of remove is further emphasised by the reference to the self sufficiency of the 
space. The few things that the library holds which are “more than the earth itself” are what 
have become invaluable to Kien: safety from the outer world and the space to work in peace. 
Thus, every aspect of the library ensures a sense of security against the perils of ordinary life. 
When Kien enters the library, he feels safe and united with his books in this space: “Yes, this 
was his home. Here no harm could come to him” (57). In this way Kien‟s utterances seek to 
normalise his voluntary incarceration. 
 In contrast to the description of Kien‟s library, Kafka‟sThe Burrow is a first person 
narrative of a burrowing creature who, like Kien, is obsessed with creating a safe space. 
Although the creature is an animal – there are references to him being furry, tailless and 
having a powerful dome of a forehead that constitutes his chief tool for burrowing – his 
powers of abstract reasoning and introspection and his sensitive differentiation of his 
emotional life are on an intensely neurotic, intellectual level. The narrative opens with the 
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successful completion of the burrow and the creature claiming that he is no longer afraid. 
However, although the creature adamantly denies it, his paranoid fear of the outer world 
seems to be the primary incentive for the creation of the burrow. This becomes clear as he has 
taken precautions against flooding and, from the outset, states his fear that someone could 
inadvertently discover the opening of the burrow and “destroy everything for good” (Kafka 
2005:325). Though at the zenith of his life, he cannot be tranquil even in his burrow's 
innermost chamber − the “Castle Keep” (Kafka 2005:327) − for he suspects some unknown, 
unnamed enemy may be burrowing toward him. Throughout the short story the paranoid 
creature is alternatively rational and irrational, confident and fearful, passive and recklessly 
militant. Each frame of mind is distinctly portrayed, but the reasons for many volatile moods 
are almost always ambiguous. He is similar to Kien in that he is asocial without any contact 
with family or friends. Whereas Kien is obsessed with his academic endeavour, the creature 
seems devoid of curiosity or imagination concerning anything except his burrow. 
 The burrow in Kafka‟s short story is similarly positioned to the library in that it is out of 
the way; removed from external activity as an attempt to create a protected space. The 
creature, like Kien, prizes peace, predictability and security. He is profoundly solitary and 
ventures above ground only long enough to catch his prey and drag it back to the safety of his 
underground home. Once he is safely ensconced back in the burrow, he resumes his life of 
seclusion. He justifies his isolation by claiming that he has observed life and come to the 
conclusion that it “is never wanting in painful surprises” (Kafka 2005:347). This telling 
comment alludes to some ordeal that has been inflicted on the creature by the outside world. 
Such suffering, the short story suggests, leads the creature to calculate life‟s chances 
differently. He seems to look out at the world through a different lens. The extensive network 
in the burrow seems to reflect the complicated system of paranoid processes developed in the 
mind of the creature, filled with fear, to protect itself from perceived external dangers and 
suggests that some ordeal has extinguished the creature‟s fundamental assumptions about the 
security of the world. The conviction that the outer world is untrustworthy leaves the creature 
with a deep sense of vulnerability.  
 To secure himself further in the heart of the burrow, the creature has built an 
underground Castle Keep as a place of refuge, which is spacious, smooth and elegantly 
vaulted, large enough to store provisions to last him for half a year without crowding. From 
the Castle Keep ten tunnels radiate to conform to the functional needs of the creature and to 
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the features of the terrain. At intervals of a hundred metres, each of the tunnels expands to a 
platform which is suitable for rest or storage. There are more than fifty of these platforms 
which are individually designed and distinguishable by feel and sight. The tunnels are also 
criss-crossed by a network of connecting passages. This description of the burrow bears an 
uncanny resemblance to the imaginary spaces created in the eighteenth century in a series of 
etchings, Carceri d’Invenzione (1745-60), by Giovanni Battista Piranesi which portray 
subterranean vaults with staircases that zig-zag to an abrupt termination. 
 
 Figure1:Giovanni Battista Piranesi,Carceri d'Invenzione 
Plate VII (1749). Swan Auction Gallery, New York, 
United States of America. 
The subterranean landscape in this etching takes on a Kafkaesque distortion in its labyrinthian 
structures, epic in volume, but empty of purpose. In The Burrow, the many tunnels and criss-
crossing passages also appear to serve no purpose except to provide the creature with some 
reassurance that he is safe within this complicated maze. Ironically, although these types of 
spaces are self-protective in intent, Piranesi‟s etchings are entitledCarceri (prisons) which 
reflects the resulting constriction of consciousness they generate. 
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 One of the creature‟s passages in his burrow has the function of communicating with 
the world aboveground. Before leading to a vent covered by a layer of moss, it expands into a 
maze of intricate design intended to confound and impede any intruder that may stumble upon 
the well-concealed vent. The creature notes that he has completed the construction of his 
burrow and “it seems to be successful” (Kafka 2005:325 my emphasis). The complicated 
system is successful in that it safeguards against intrusion from the outside world, enabling 
the creature to remain in isolation. Still, he is always beset by a nagging fear of intrusion 
suggested by the intransitive verb “seems”.  
 Since the creature in The Burrow perceives himself as wounded by the world, he goes to 
great lengths to prevent contact with anything that could cause him further harm. The creature 
closely echoes the sentiments of Kien in relation to his compulsive need for seclusion: he 
maintains that his space “could not tolerate a neighbour” (Kafka 2005:358). InAuto-da-Fé, 
Kien‟s emotional connection to his library is only implied, whereas in Kafka‟s short story, the 
creature clearly expresses a profound emotional bond with his space of isolation. Indeed, the 
creature remarks that he has built the burrow for himself alone and to let anyone freely into 
his burrow, would be “exquisitely painful” to him (Kafka 2005:338). Hence, he has removed 
himself from any form of social interaction. The creature‟s choice of adjective to describe his 
burrow seems to hint at a certain form of sado-masochism in connection to his alienation. 
 Nevertheless, the burrow seems to be primarily created to insulate the creature from the 
outside world which he perceives as dangerous. His compulsive need for a sanctuary is 
encapsulated in the words: “What do I care for danger now that I am with you? You [the 
burrow] belong to me; I to you, we are united; what can harm us” (Kafka 2005:342). The 
creature expresses a deep emotional attachment to the burrow which suggests a blurring of 
boundaries between the self and this space. His sense of being possessed by the burrow 
indicates an unstable emphasis on his dwelling as a means of self-preservation. It is suggested 
that the creature‟s need for protection is so powerful that he develops a sense of oneness with 
the burrow –“we are united”. This embodiment of the burrow‟s power over the creature is a 
clear indication of the exaggerated significance he places on the space of refuge and indicates 
his own severe insecurity. The creature‟s comment also alludes to Sigmund Freud‟s, The 
Interpretation of Dreams (1900), which explains the symbolic nature of ordinary objects. In 
the light of this essay, the burrow is symbolic of the female (Freud 1991:471) which adds a 
further dimension to the union described by the creature.   
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 Kafka‟s intimate relation, often amounting to a form of identification, with the creature 
(Hermann 1972:152) appears to be based on his own perception of space sometime before this 
in which he describes his feelings in his letters to Felice. It appears that Kafka‟s need for 
solitude is linked to his experience of writing. Significantly, the letters actually maintain or 
could be seen as producing distance between Kafka and Felice. In a way, Felice defines the 
space Kafka describes in the following letter by her exclusion from it and becomes the 
necessarily absent witness to his isolation: 
Once you said you wanted to sit near me while I write, you must realise I couldn‟t write in that 
case… [W]riting means revealing oneself to excess… This is why one can never be alone enough 
when one writes, why there can never be enough silence around one when one writes, why even 
night is not night enough. This is why there is never enough time at one‟s disposal, for the roads 
are long and it is easy to go astray… I have often thought that the best mode of life for me would 
be to sit in the innermost room of a locked cellar with my writing things and a lamp. Food would 
be brought and always put down far away from my door, outside the cellar‟s outermost door. The 
walk to my food, in my dressing gown, through the vaulted cellars, would be my only exercise. I 
would then return to my table, eat slowly and with deliberation, then start writing again at once. 
And how I would write! From the depths I would drag it up!  (Kafka 1992:155-6) 
This part of Kafka‟s letter, which describes his experience of the process of writing, captures 
several aspects of the isolation in the burrow such as the intense need to be set apart at a 
distance from everyday life. Moreover, his description of an innermost room within vaulted 
cellars echoes the underground Castle Keep as a place of ultimate refuge which is described 
as spacious, smooth and elegantly vaulted. The text suggests that in this space –the innermost 
room of a locked cellar − there is little need to follow the usual customs set by society. He 
does not observe set hours; he does not dress appropriately; he takes no pleasure in eating; 
and is not concerned about material needs since there is nothing in the room except a lamp 
and stationery. This indifference to material concerns is reminiscent of Kien‟s attitude 
towards his body which is analysed in more detail in chapter four.  
 Kafka‟s intense anguish seems to be related to the writing experience and could be 
described as a form of trauma. He states that “writing means revealing oneself to excess”. 
Such a revelation would involve a re-living of disturbing memories, which accounts for 
Kafka‟s need to create an imaginary space deep underground which is completely safe. The 
notion of excess suggests that he has no sense of peace, but rather points to an intensity which 
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is carried through in the tone in this letter. He notes that in his present circumstances, there 
cannot be enough isolation, enough stillness, enough darkness and enough time which would 
allow him to “drag” up “from the depths” what is inside him. This admission suggests that 
hidden within him are traumatic memories which he feels compelled to “drag” up, but also 
suggests the struggle involved in uncovering the past.  
 Many years later, in Kafka’s Other Trail: The Letters to Felice, Canetti‟s analysis of 
Kafka‟s letters further elucidates Kafka‟s relationship with a space of solitude:  
His [Kafka‟s] room is his shelter, it becomes an outer body, one can call it his “forebody”: „I have 
to sleep alone; you may take this for courage, actually it is apprehension: just as when lying on the 
floor one cannot fall, so when alone, nothing can happen to one‟. Visitors in his room are 
intolerable to him. Even living together with his family in one apartment is torment: „I cannot live 
with people; I absolutely hate all my relatives, not because they are wicked… but simply because 
they are people with whom I live in close proximity‟. (Canetti 1974:27) 
This quote reveals Kafka‟s deep opposition to interaction with other people and the unusual 
relationship with his room in his parent‟s apartment which develops out of this aversion. 
Canetti points out that being in close proximity to others, even his family members, is 
experienced as “torment”. This word suggests the depth of anguish within Kafka and also 
echoes the words of the creature in his short story who finds any human company “painful” 
(2005:338). However, Kafka does not find his family intolerable because of who they are, but 
seems to have a profound fear of being near people in general – “… when alone, nothing can 
happen to one”. This anthropophobia initiates his search for safety which seems to be fulfilled 
by the isolation of his room. Therefore, the secluded space afforded him by his room is what 
enables him to avoid the anxiety he experiences when in the company of others which imbues 
this space with deeper attachment than normal. According to Canetti, the protection the room 
provides becomes a type of “outer body” for Kafka which signifies a blurring of boundaries 
between the man and the room. I comment further on the influence of Kafka‟s writing on 
Canetti in chapter four. 
 A fictional blurring of boundaries was mentioned earlier in relation to The Burrow 
which reveals an inordinate degree of intimacy between the creature and his burrow: “You 
[the burrow] belong to me; I to you” (Kafka 2005:342) and although not explicitly stated in 
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Canetti‟s novel, Kien also seems to have a similar relationship with his library which 
explains, in part, his deterioration after being expelled from this space. 
 Kafka‟s comment in his letter to Felice that “there can never be enough silence around 
one when one writes” is an important aspect of the space both Kien and the creature create for 
themselves. To keep the dangers of the world at bay, Kien creates a space of seclusion in his 
library which excludes sound. Kien places great store on his carpet because its deep-pile 
ensures utter stillness. When he sets his feet down on the carpet, he is pleased that the “even a 
footfall such as his waked not the slightest echo” (23). He remarksfurther that in his library it 
would be “beyond the power even of an elephant to pound the slightest noise out of that 
floor” (24). The character seems to withdraw into silence which is a kind of protective 
envelope. However, for the reader, it is also a space of Kien‟s delusion. 
 With all possible distractions removed from Kien‟s Library, the character goes to 
additional lengths to ensure his mind remains focused on an activity other than the noise of 
his own thoughts. As Lawson points out, his books “are not just his profession, certainly not a 
pastime or amusement; they are his life” (1991:26). His single-minded efforts have afforded 
him the reputation of being “the greatest living authority on sinology” (18). Nevertheless, 
whenever any chair of Oriental Philology falls vacant at the university, it is offered to him 
first and he invariably declines it. This indicates that the incentive for his efforts is neither 
financial nor professional, it is psychological. Indeed, his hours and hours of single-minded 
endeavour appear to have no other purpose than to enable him to remain in a space of 
absolute isolation, both physically and mentally.  
 Moreover, on a microscopic level, Kien confines his thoughts to academic discourse. 
The text notes that he takes great care not to allow unnecessary words into his mind − he 
guards against “superfluity of ideas” and “[thinks] in quotations” (17). Kien‟s academic effort 
“of austere and exacting study” which occupies most of his time, is of little practical purpose 
as his area of reading is highly obscure and unrelated to his own society (11). He specialises 
in the ancient Chinese writings of Buddha and Confucius. This concentration on a foreign 
language and predominantly passivist philosophy could be interpreted, in the light of his other 
isolationist behaviour, as yet another symptom of his withdrawal and even seems to be 
deliberately employed to avoid contact with any thought which could trigger distress. In this 
way, Kien hides in the sounds of the foreign language.It is possible that Kien uses the Chinese 
language to distance himself from a familiar language which carries the sounds of trauma and 
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thus protect himself from any further trauma. In other words, there is an alienation from the 
language which originally carried a sense of belonging. The unfamiliarity of the Chinese 
language becomes a haven from his own language which bears with it the associations of 
distress. Thus, it is possible that Kien‟s trauma is stored away in his psyche in the German 
language and by concentrating on another linguistic system he distances himself from this 
which adds to his sense of security. 
 Kien‟s attempt to ensure silence in the physical space of the library and to protect his 
mind by avoiding familiar sounds can be compared to the creature‟s description of life in the 
heart of the burrow where the stillness is almost impenetrable. The creature values the silence 
in his space above all else: 
The most beautiful thing about my burrow is its stillness. Of course that is deceptive. At any 
moment it may be shattered and then all will be over. For the time being, however, the silence is 
still with me. For hours I can stroll through my passages and hear nothing except the rustling of 
some little creature, which I immediately reduce to silence between my jaws, or the pattering of 
soil, which draws my attention to the need for repair; otherwise all is still. (Kafka 2005:327) 
The subterranean silence in the burrow apparently confirms the exclusion of the outside 
world. As such it is the “most beautiful thing”. As long as there is stillness, the creature is in 
full control of his tunnels as he goes about silencing a rustle or making minor repairs. Though, 
a telling admission of the fragility of this state − that underlying the harmony of the burrow is 
the constant fear of the stillness being “shattered” − interrupts the narration before the 
creature hastily continues.  
 This underlying insecurity compels the creature to focus only on the construction of the 
burrow and to allow himself no distractions. He never tires of moving about his burrow to 
count the passages and check his provisional stores. He makes endless calculations, working 
out still more elaborate plans for preparing the burrow and securing the walls against invasion 
while, as the creature admits, he is too old to actually carry out his plans. It appears that his 
obsession with the mental occupation of planning serves as a buffer against the creature‟s fear 
of intrusion. Therefore, like Kien, silence and preoccupation with things that exclude the 
„noise‟ of thoughts reinforce the creature‟s sense of seclusion.  
 Although the focus on isolation in these two texts may be seen as following a modernist 
trend, more recent studies show that the urge to alienate oneself from society is also a 
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common response to trauma. Herman in Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence ─ 
from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror (1992), deals with the impact of trauma on victims 
of domestic abuse, political terror and war, and attempts to explain why trauma often initiates 
withdrawal from society. According to Herman, a sense of safety in the world, or basic trust, 
is attained in the first years of life in the relationship with a principal caretaker (1992:51). 
This basic sense of trust sustains a person throughout his or her life and forms the basis of all 
relationships and the foundation of faith. Thus, the original experience of care makes it 
conceivable for human beings to imagine a world in which they belong, a world hospitable to 
human life. When a person has a traumatic experience, he or she often feels utterly 
abandoned, the traumatic event calls into question all human relationships. There is a sense 
that attachments of family, friendship and community are breached (Herman 1992:51). 
Moreover, the trauma destroys the construction of the self that is formed and sustained in 
relation to others. It violates the traumatised person‟s faith in a natural order and casts the 
victim into a state of existential crisis (Herman 1992:51). While Canetti‟s text opens with the 
protagonist displaying an unusual need to be isolated from society, it does not give an account 
of a specific traumatic experience which causes this condition. Yet, there are indications such 
as the convulsive historic period in which the novel is set and Kien‟s memory of his 
experience at school − which is examined in detail in chapter three − that he has endured 
some ordeal. Thus, Herman‟s findings of the impact of trauma on the individual 
consciousness provide a possible explanation for Kien‟s inability to sustain relationships such 
as his abrupt termination of all correspondence with his brother.  
 Erikson (1995) has studied a number of sociological disasters and also attempts to 
explain some of the effects of such disasters on the victims. He defines trauma as “a blow to 
the psyche that breaks through one‟s defences so suddenly and with such brutal force that one 
cannot react to it effectively” (1995:187). According to Erikson, a person who suffers deep 
shock as a result of his or her exposure to death and devastation, as so often happens in 
catastrophes, withdraws from society, feeling vulnerable and alone (1995:187). Thus, the 
hardest earned and most fragile achievement of childhood, trust in others, can be damaged 
beyond reparation by trauma. As Erikson puts it: 
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Human beings are surrounded by layers of trust, radiating out in concentric circles like the ripples 
in a pond. The experience of trauma, at its worst, can mean not only the loss of confidence in the 
self, but a loss of confidence in the surrounding tissue of family and community, in the structures 
of human government, in the larger logics by which humankind lives, in the ways of nature itself, 
and often in God. (1995:198). 
Erikson finds that a traumatised person feels totally abandoned and alone; cast out of the 
human and divine systems of care and protection that sustain life. Thereafter, a sense of 
alienation permeates every relationship, from the closest familial bonds to the most abstract 
affiliations of community and religion (Erikson 1995:198).Erikson‟s description of this 
response to trauma highlights the possibility that Kien‟s isolation may be indicative of a 
traumatised mind: he displays symptoms of no confidence in his inner and outer worlds.  
 
Fictional Representations of Intrusion into the Secure Space 
In both these texts, the threatened space becomes a metaphor for the unravelling of the 
traumatised self. Like the creature in the burrow, for Kien the harmony of the library as a 
space of refuge is under threat. The seclusion and peace that Kien has taken such laborious 
measures to secure for himself is vulnerable to potential invasion. In Part One of Canetti‟s 
novel, Kien is so engrossed in eliminating distractions from the library, that he is unaware of 
the malicious presence threatening the sanctuary he has so scrupulously created. Although 
Therese is greedy, aggressive and practically illiterate, Kien is impressed by what he sees as 
the conscientiousness with which she takes care of his books. Finally, he is so deceived by her 
behaviour,he is moved to propose marriage to her primarily for the benefit of his books. The 
interaction between husband and wife on their wedding night is significant in that it reveals 
the extent of Kien‟s social ineptitude and it foreshadows Therese‟s violent appropriation of 
the library. In chapter one I examine the implications of Therese‟s skirt as a symbol of Kien‟s 
sexual inadequacy.  
 On their wedding night, Kien obeys an impulse to lay books on the divan on which they 
are to share the night. Therese enters in her petticoat minus her blue skirt. Kien is grateful that 
she presents herself without it: “Thank God. No skirt” (58). Since this symbol has been 
excluded, the text provides a slight hope that the couple may experience some degree of 
intimacy in the sexual act. However, Kien‟s anxiety is uncontrollable: 
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He was shaking with fear, prayed to the books, the last stockade. Therese caught his eye, she bent 
down and, with one all-embracing stroke of her left arm, swept the books on to the floor. He made 
a helpless gesture towards them, he longed to cry out, but horror choked him, he swallowed and 
could not utter a sound. (59) 
In this moment of sexual apprehension, Kien tries to salvage some courage from his books, 
the source of the security he has so painstakingly created as a defence against the outer world. 
When Therese aggressively sweeps the books to the floor in a sign of dominance, Kien 
realises that he has been tricked and “horror choke[s] him”. His incapacity to respond – he is 
so afraid that he cannot speak − suggests that this is a traumatic experience for Kien. The 
word “horror” emphasises the extent of Kien‟s fear. 
 Kien flees to the bathroom where he cries “like a child” (59). This reference to a child is 
important because it possibly signifies a re-opening of a past wound. Since Kien regresses to 
the stage in his life when he suffered rejection and unhappiness (I discuss his ordeals at school 
in chapter three), the text shows how developmental conflicts can be re-opened by trauma. 
This suggests that a person traumatised as a child may continue to process emotional issues as 
if he is still at that age.This image of Kien‟s emotional breakdown on his wedding night 
suggests that the character‟s mind is unable to develop beyond the moment of some past 
trauma. Instead of Kien‟s behaviour being merely an expression of utter insanity, as Lawson 
would have us accept when he dismisses Kien‟s response in this situation as “quite mad” 
(1991:31), this reading reveals a man unable to behave in a rational manner as a result of 
some past ordeal. The image of a grown and intelligent person reduced to tears on the seat of 
a lavatory is transformed into an image which evokes sympathy as opposed to ridicule. 
 Although it is often difficult for the reader to identify with Auto-da-Fé‟s characters 
owing to their bizarre behaviour, it is at moments like this where sympathy is called for. 
Despite the absence of any empathy exhibited by the novel‟s characters, the text‟s verdict of 
what is wrong with this world is most clear (Preece 2004:94). Kien‟s retreat to the bathroom 
where he quietly sobs is an image that encapsulates the anguish of living in a violent world. 
Taking the socio-historic context of the novel into consideration, people during this period 
would have experienced the violence of the First World War which had included virtually all 
of Europe and troops from around the world, and killed about ten million people – more than 
any previous war (Lewis 2007:16). There was an overall sense of exhaustion in the aftermath 
of the war and the subsequent rise of fascism and Nazism radically threatened society with 
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further upheaval. Therefore, on a general level, the image of a man reduced to tears in the 
bathroom reflects the overall sense of distress felt at this time. On a personal level, Kien‟s 
experience of Therese‟s betrayal causes him to be overwhelmed by the threat to the space of 
safety he has laboured to create. 
 An examination of Therese‟s startling appearance and bizarre behaviour lends itself to a 
more metaphorical reading. In some respects, she seems to embody the notion of a 
representation of a gruesome memory. Moreover, the insistently recurring symbol of the blue 
starched skirt, which frightens Kien, and an acoustic maskcreated from repetitive words and 
syntactic patterns associated with Therese point to an interpretation beyond the thematic 
content of the text. I would argue that it is one which repetitively bears witness to past trauma. 
After the wedding her threatening presence in the library intensifies. At first she does not 
enter the study, but hovers at the door searching for a weakness in her husband so that she can 
inveigle her way into his space. Therese plans her invasion by listening at the door. For hours 
at a time, for whole mornings and afternoons, she stays there, her head against a crack 
through which she can see nothing at all; “arms akimbo and elbows pointing sharply in his 
direction, without even a chair to lean on, propped up on herself and the starched skirt” (72). 
It is unsettling that although Kien is content at his work and believes that she is “far, far 
away” during almost all this time she is “not two paces off” (72). This representation 
demonstrates how the traumatic memory is never at rest, but rather lingers at the fringes of the 
character‟s mind as a memory which may break into consciousness, both as flashbacks during 
waking states and as traumatic nightmares during sleep. The text reveals how safe 
environments may come to feel dangerous, for the traumatised character can never be assured 
that he will not encounter some reminder of his past. In the same way as a disturbing memory 
is perpetually a threat to the traumatised person‟s consciousness, Therese waits and “she 
never tires” (72).  
 Therese‟s persistence and her methodical plan to take control of the library are 
ultimately successful. She fills some of the space with furniture, locks Kien out of the rooms 
and restricts him to his study. At the end of Part One, he is violently expelled from the library 
by Therese and left at the mercy of the outside world. Without the security of his isolated 
space, Kien rapidly deteriorates. Further analysis of Kien‟s mental and physical deterioration 
leading up to and including his suicide, is dealt with in chapters three and four.  
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 Similar to the misappropriation of the library in Auto-da-Fé, in Kafka‟s short story the 
burrow is also under threat of invasion, although this invasion seems to be a figment of the 
creature‟s thoughts. His life continues uneventfully, until one day, upon falling into a deep 
sleep after returning from one of its above-ground hunting trips, he is woken up by a noise. 
The noise is new to the creature, and he is unable to decide if the noise is a whisper or a 
whistling. All that seems certain is that some other creature is approaching the burrow. 
Throughout the narrative it is never determined whether the noise is truly an invader or 
simply an invention of the creature‟s own imagination.  
 The noise, whether real or imaginary, invades the burrow and takes over the creature‟s 
subterranean landscape. In order to protect himself, the creature feels compelled to use all his 
energy to discover the whereabouts and identity of this incessant interruption. Yet, his efforts 
are futile because each time he resolves to head straight for the noise and confront the threat; 
he postpones the plan. As the noise persistently invades the tightly secured burrow, anxiety 
progressively dominates the creature. His agitation grows until he is overcome with 
trembling. The creature points out that he would be quite content if he could “only still the 
conflict going on within [him]” (Kafka 2005:352). In fact his memory becomes “quite 
confused” (Kafka 2005:342). He constantly vows to regain control of his burrow and invent a 
methodical plan for eradicating the noise from his domain, but the apprehension which he 
now experiences no longer allows him to think or work clearly. He becomes obsessed with 
the idea of an intruder “burrowing his way slowly and stealthily straight towards [him]” 
(Kafka 2005:352). Although the creature should feel at peace in the innermost chamber of his 
dwelling, he cannot because “all [his] surroundings seem filled with agitation” (Kafka 
2005:357). 
 The creature‟s unease suggests that his mind, which has been stripped of the ability to 
screen out signs of peril, is therefore hyper-vigilant and unusually anxious. His sense of self-
preservation seems to be on permanent alert, as if danger might return at any moment. Hyper-
awareness concerning the noise continues unceasing. Through the creature‟s preoccupation 
with the noise, the text demonstrates the impossibility of „tuning out‟ repetitive stimuli that 
others would find merely annoying, rather the character responds to each repetition as though 
it were a new and dangerous revelation.  
 For the creature, the noise is “by no means a trifling matter” (Kafka 2005:344). 
Although he finds nothing in his search, which makes the reader suspect that it is imaginary, 
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his anxiety is centred on the fear that he may “find too much” (Kafka 2005:344). This 
disturbance prevents the creature from resuming the normal course of his life for the noise 
repeatedly interrupts. The creature is not only threatened by the external environment, but 
fears those things hidden deep within:  
There are also enemies in the bowels of the earth. I have never seen them, but legend tells of them 
and I firmly believe in them. They are creatures of the inner earth; not even legend can describe 
them. Their very victims can scarcely have seen them; they come, you hear the scratching of their 
claws just under you in the ground, which is their element, and already you are lost. Here it is of 
no avail to console yourself with the thought that you are in your own house; far rather are you in 
theirs. (Kafka 2005:326) 
All the creature‟s efforts to secure the burrow from external threats have been in vain as he 
realises that the source of his danger as actually from within. The creature seems to realise 
that the intruder is closely linked to himself as he mentions that the intruder is accustomed to 
the ground as it is in its element. This is significant as it suggests that there is some memory 
hidden deep within the creature‟s unconscious mind that appears to be surfacing. Freud‟s 
essay, The Unconscious (1915), helps to explain how a disturbing event may be pushed down 
into or repressed in the unconscious, out of awareness, due to the extreme anxiety it caused. 
Yet, while buried there, it continues to have an impact on the conscious mind and may be so 
powerful that it continually threatens to return (1986:155-9).  
 Owing to the threat initiated by the noise, the burrow is no longer a place of refuge for 
the creature, but instead the very house of the intruder. The creature can no longer stay in the 
Castle Keep, for there his fear of the noise is most unbearable. Upon attempting to trace the 
source of the noise, the speaker discovers that the entrance to the burrow is the only place 
which the noise does not reach. Ironically, it is only under the moss which covers the opening 
to the outside world, the spot the creature originally avoided the most, where he “can listen 
for hours and hear nothing” (Kafka 2005:352).  
 Therefore, a complete reversal has taken place within the burrow. What was once the 
place of danger has become the place of tranquillity, while the Castle Keep “has been plunged 
into the melee of the world and all its perils” (Kafka 2005:352). The creature moves to the 
spot that had previously represented the most dangerous to the burrow and leaves the Castle 
Keep to whatever intruder is making its approach:“… I wiggle my way through the labyrinth 
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and make a couch for myself up here under the moss; it is almost as if I were already leaving 
the house to the whistler, content if I can only have a little peace up here” (Kafka 2005:353). 
The strange noise displaces the creature from his seat of control in the Castle Keep. Realising 
that he has become the victim of the intruder, the creature becomes lost in contemplation of 
the other‟s thoughts. The burrow‟s safety is destroyed and the creature must move to the 
margin of his dwelling. Echoing the case of Kien in Auto-da-Fé, the invasion of the creature‟s 
space of refuge finally causes an unravelling of the mind. He admits that he is tempted to lose 
control entirely and begin to burrow “without any object at all” (Kafka 2005:349). 
 His marginalisation points to a radical form of psychological alienation or paranoia. The 
text demonstrates how the creature narrows and depletes the quality of his life and ultimately 
perpetuates the effects of whatever it is that he fears. The final step for the creature of Kafka‟s 
The Burrow is a space of darkness devoid of any help. There is no conclusion to his 
marginalised life. Lacking the ability to comprehend and the courage to confront the noise 
that threatens his existence in his burrow, the creature breaks off his narration. The Burrow, 
like much of Kafka‟s work, remains a large-scale fragment − unfinished and unresolved. The 
final knowledge in the last sentence that is imparted is incomplete: “But all remained 
unchanged” (Kafka 2005:359). As such, the creature is even left alienated from his author 
who offers no answer or resolution to his troubled life. Such fragmentation is common in 
certain strains of modernist literature in which an attempt was made to capture the chaotic and 
fragmented pieces of life and society before, during, and after the First World War such as 
Virginia Woolf‟s Jacob’s Room (1922) and the fragmented free verse of T.S. Eliot‟s The 
Waste Land (1922). The modernist era has been defined as a time when “experience was 
fragmented” and “alienation and ironic detachment became common responses to the human 
predicament (Moore 197:300-1).  
 
Conclusion 
Canetti‟s novelpresents a brutal world in which any illusion of security is broken. The text 
centres on the consciousness of a character that fears the brutality of this world and withdraws 
from society. His withdrawal is represented by the creation of a shelter in the form of a 
spacious library which appears to fulfil all his needs. However, despite the character‟s 
desperate attempts to remain isolated, the invasion of the library causes any solutions with 
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regard to the identity of the character and any alternative life that might be provided by 
relationships to be overwhelmed.  
 In this chapter I have made a comparative study of two fictional representations of 
spacial configurations which provide security and isolation: Kien‟s library in Auto-da-Fé and 
the burrow in Kafka‟s short story, The Burrow. My analysis has shown that Auto-da-Fé and 
The Burrowseem to be informed by a sense that the social order and the self are incomplete 
and insecure and demonstrate the impact of trauma on individual consciousness by 
representing the destruction of the traumatised character‟s fundamental assumptions about the 
safety of the world.The fictional representations of space in these texts seem to be linked to 
Kafka‟s relationship with his own room and his desire for a secluded space in which to write, 
described in Letters to Felice, and subsequently analysed by Canetti in Kafka’s Other Trail: 
The Letters to Felice (trans.1974) (Der andere Prozess: Kafkas Briefe an Felice, 1969). I 
have suggested that; although it is not within the scope of my argument here, further 
examination of both literary texts indicate that the characters are subjected to the operations of 
the unconscious. 
 I have also drawn on recent studies, namely Herman‟s Trauma and Recovery: The 
Aftermath of Violence ─ from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror (1992) and Erikson‟s Notes 
on Trauma and Community (1995), which attempt to explain alienation as a response to 
traumatic experience.  
 Auto-da-Fé and The Burrow describe the arduous effort of each character in creating an 
isolated space, the process of intrusion and their ultimate exclusion from it. The texts reveal 
that the effort to keep external danger at bay, though self-protective in intent, only seems to 
aggravate the characters‟ anxiety by resulting in a constriction of consciousness, a loss of 
companionship, and a marginalised existence. In chapter three I examine some of the 
consequences of such exclusion in the mind of the protagonist. 
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Chapter Three: Disconnection 
 
Introduction 
The focus of this chapter is on Kien, the character at the centre of the novel, who suffers from 
a breach of the mind‟s experience of the self and the consequent inability to comprehend 
society. In addition to the fictional narrative, the very structure of the novel is suggested by 
the titles of the three parts of Auto-da-Fé which reflect this condition of somatic and 
psychosomatic dislocation: “A Head without a World”, “Headless World”, and “The World in 
the Head”. Canetti‟s novel demonstrates that the character‟s disconnection from society and 
his progressive disconnection from various elements of the self eventually overcome him 
causing a breach in the experience of the mind. Thus, Kien‟s preoccupation with defending 
himself against trauma finally results in a disintegration of his rationality and in the 
progressive deterioration of his sanity.  
 In this chapter, I focus my analysis on various forms of disconnection and their 
consequences as they are represented in Auto-da-Fé such as the breach between Kien and his 
feelings. In the first section, I establish how this particular form of disconnection is 
represented in the novel as a process beginning with the suppression of pain and culminating 
in the transference of the emotions from the character onto inanimate objects.Literary 
representations of emotional disconnection in Auto-da-Féare compared to another modernist 
depiction of dislocation in Katherine Mansfield‟s Miss Brill (1922) in which the protagonist 
of this short story re-directs her feelings elsewhere in order to deal with her profound sense of 
despair. 
  In the second section, I analyse further disintegration of elements of Kien‟s personal 
experience which involves the metaphoric disconnection of parts of the body from the self. 
While disconnection may initially be an effective defence mechanism that enables the 
withdrawal of the individual psychologically from the impact of overwhelming traumatic 
events, Auto-da-Fé shows that a habitual tendency to do so may however disable the ability to 
recover from the trauma and result in social alienation. Furthermore, although a sense of 
deadness and disconnection from others may originally help a traumatised person cope with 
extreme distress, a person‟s sense of self is very closely linked to the social context in which 
he or she lives and Canetti‟s novelshows that alienation can have devastating consequences. 
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 My analysis of a single reference in the novel to the metaphoric disconnection of the 
hands from the body is linked to a similar representation by Franz Kafka. Kafka is well-
known for portraying altered states of consciousness in his characters and Kien‟s response 
echoes the narrator‟s experiences in Kafka‟s short story, Description of a Struggle 
(trans.1958) (Beschriebung eines Kampfes, 1946) and an element of traumatic dissociation 
involving a disconnection of the hands in a narrative slip in The Burrow (trans.1946)(Der 
Bau, 1931). Kafka had a strong influence on Canetti‟s work and I examine this relationship in 
more detail in chapter four.A further comparison will be made with the more recent 1959 
French film, Hiroshima mon amour,by Alain Resnais and Marguerite Duras in which the 
protagonist responds to trauma by the psychosomatic separation of her hands from the rest of 
her body. 
  In the third section, I examine Part Three, “The World in the Head”, which depicts the 
total disconnection of Kien from reality which results in his loss of reason and mental 
breakdown. I show how Kien‟s ability to reason is finally unravelled as his mind becomes 
dominated by his traumatic experience.  
 As the titles of the three parts reflect, Auto-da-Fé deals with various forms of 
disconnection, reflecting a profound rupture in society in the inter-war period. A specific 
historical occurrence, namely, the burning of the Palace of Justice and its violent aftermath in 
Vienna on the fifteenth of July 1927 is worth attention in that it was a traumatic event which 
had an enormous impact on Canetti and came to be the catalyst for Crowds and Power 
(trans.1962) (Macht und Überleben: Drei Essays, 1960). More significantly in terms of this 
study, it may have contributed to the creation of the character of Kien in Auto-da-Fé. In this 
chapter I demonstrate how instances of emotional shock, in particular various forms of 
traumatic dissociation, mark the character throughout the novel. 
 Canetti describes the traumatic event in The Torch in My Ear (trans.1982) 
(DieFackelbim Ohr, 1980). A demonstration in Vienna began over an incident in Schattendorf 
in Burgenland when an altercation between rival paramilitary organisations ended fatally − 
members of a veterans‟ club fired into a group of members and supporters of the Schutzbund 9 
killing two people and wounding five − and the three accused were brought to trial before a 
jury in Vienna and acquitted. The Arbeiter-Zeitung 
10
did not accept the verdict and implied 
that the acquittal was given because the victims were working-class people. Inflamed, 
protesting workers spontaneously streamed toward the Parliament and the Palace of Justice. 
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Canetti, who was living in the suburbs, cycled a considerable distance into town and joined 
one of the groups. The Palace of Justice was in flames when Canetti arrived. A command 
decision was made to approve the use of firearms by the police and as the crowd started to 
break up the order was given to fire. The police fired repeatedly into the unarmed and 
dispersing crowd. As Canetti watched, ninety people were killed (Canetti 1982:18-9). During 
this furore of shots being fired and people panicking, on a side street near the burning 
building, Canetti saw a man clutching his hands over his head and moaning over and over 
again, “The files are burning! All the files!” (1982:19). The man, in this moment of violence, 
behaves in a manner which is difficult to understand. Standing to one side, he fears for the 
loss of the files when human life is being destroyed. As such he encapsulates vital aspects of 
the traumatic experience as it is understood today: incomprehensibility, alienation and the 
displacement of emotions. Later, Canetti mentions that the “Book Man” suddenly leaped out 
in place of the file-lamenter and he knew instantly that he would have to burn up with all his 
books (1982:368).It is significant for this study that the prototype of Kien in Auto-da-Fé is 
shaped in the midst of trauma. 
 Canetti‟s initial inspiration for Kien is evident in the connotations of fire which recur 
symbolically in the name of the protagonist. Auto-da-Fé was originally conceived as part of a 
far more ambitious project. Canetti intended to write an eight-volume series of novels, the 
Human Comedy of Madmen (Comédie humaine), based on eight mad protagonists (Canetti 
1982:365). The man on the side street first became transformed into the “Book Man” in one 
of Canetti‟s embryonic series of novels (Canetti 1982:366). The “Book Man” underwent two 
more transformations to emerge finally as Kien in Auto-da-Fé. He was originally named 
Brand, which means “conflagration” in German, but then Canetti changed his name to Kant. 
Finally, Kien was chosen and is relevant in that Kien in German means resinous, highly 
flammable kindling (Canetti 1982:371). Thus, Kien‟s name mirrors the traumatic inspiration 
of his conception − the violent incident of the burning of the Palace of Justice in Vienna − and 
also anticipates the monstrous conflagration of Kien‟s library that concludes Auto-da Fé. 
 Although Canetti implies in The Torch in my Ear that the man‟s unfathomable 
behaviour in this space of arson and murder is crowd-inspired − for how could he be so 
worried about the files when people were being shot and killed (1982:19) − I suggest, in the 
light of the current understanding of exposure to traumatic experience, that the man was 
possibly unable to integrate his experience of the immediate violence. Therefore, he centres 
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on the burning files instead of the carnage and accompanying chaos around him. It is possible 
that this deflection of concern allowed his mind to distance itself from the trauma that was too 
much for his psyche to process at the time. 
  It is significant that several of the fictional representations of disconnection represented 
in Auto-da-Fé fictionally anticipate some findings laid out in the medical model of 
psychiatrists Bessel van der Kolk et al in Traumatic Stress: The Effects of Overwhelming 
Experience on Mind, Body, and Society (1996) and the psychological findings of Judith 
Herman in Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence ─ from Domestic Abuse to 
Political Terror (1992). Van der Kolk has done extensive research on the effect of trauma on 
the individual psyche and points out that the term most frequently applied to a psychosomatic 
phenomenon in which a “compartmentalisation of experience” occurs where the trauma is not 
assimilated into an integrated sense of self is “disassociation” (1996:306). In other words, 
dissociation occurs when a person is confronted with an overwhelming threat and is unable to 
integrate the totality of what is happening into his or her consciousness. Certain thoughts, 
emotions, sensations, or memories are separated from the rest of the psyche (van der Kolk 
1996:307). In Canetti‟s novel, Kien does not entirely compartmentalise his experience of 
trauma as he is aware of the violence inflicted upon him, however, his perceptions do become 
numbed with a loss of particular sensations. The novel represents his disconnection from his 
emotions by detaching the pain from the character and projecting it onto inanimate objects.  
 Van der Kolk also describes another type of split of the self called “secondary 
dissociation” (1996:307). In this form of dissociation there is a disconnection between the 
“observing self” and the “experiencing self”. This means that a traumatised person mentally 
leaves his or her body at the moment of the trauma and observes what happens from a 
distance (van der Kolk 1996:307). For van der Kolk these distancing manoeuvres of 
secondary dissociation allow the traumatised person to observe the event as a spectator and to 
limit his or her distress (1996:307). In this way, he or she is protected from the full impact of 
the event (van der Kolk 1996:307). Many traumatised people, according to van der Kolk, 
have noted that when they are under stress they can make themselves „disappear‟. That is they 
can watch what is going on from a distance while having the sense that what is occurring is 
not really happening to them, but to someone else (van der Kolk 1996:191). Van der Kolk is 
careful to point out that although this type of dissociation can be an effective way to continue 
functioning while the trauma is going on, if it continues to be utilised after the trauma has 
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passed, it comes to interfere with everyday functioning (1996:192): “[W]hile providing 
protective detachment from overwhelming effects, it also results in a subjective sense of 
„deadness‟ and a sense of disconnection from others” (van der Kolk 1996:192). In Auto-da-Fé 
Kien chooses a life of isolation. His social disconnection is mirrored in various forms of 
ontological division. Though Kien‟s distancing manoeuvres are motivated by a desire to 
preserve the self from trauma, he often reacts to just ordinary human interaction as though it 
was dangerous. Moreover, the split between an observing self and experiencing self is 
extended in the novel to include further forms of dislocation, such as the disconnection 
between the hands from the body. 
 In her study of recovery of victims of trauma, Herman proves that a person “suffers 
damage to the basic structures of the self” (1992:56). While the person who experiences a 
single acute trauma may feel after the event that he or she is “not herself,” the victim of 
chronic trauma may feel him or herself “to be changed irrevocably”, or may lose the sense that 
he or she has “any self at all” (Herman 1992:86). For example, a woman victimised by incest 
describes her reaction to the traumatic experience: “I re-capture that moment precisely when 
my helplessness is so bottomless that anything is preferable. Thus, I unscrew my head from 
my body as if it were a lid from a pickle jar” (Herman 1992:103). In this woman‟s experience, 
her body remains to face the onslaught of the trauma while her mind is “unscrewed” from her 
body. In other words, the woman‟s body has become „headless‟ allowing the psychic self 
exclusion from the traumatic event. It is intriguing that this testimony coincidently echoes the 
titles of the three parts of Canetti‟s novel involving a disconnection of the head. Kien faces a 
series of traumatic events which damage his sense of self. As the trauma escalates, so the 
novel reveals the progressive disconnection within Kien‟s self until ultimately his inner world 
is completely shattered through violence. Finally − echoing Herman‟s words − he is reduced 
to no sense of self at all. 
  
“A Head without a World”: Disconnected from Emotions  
The initial stage in the process of disconnection, as depicted in Part One of Auto-da-Fé, is 
Kien‟s emotional transference of pain onto inanimate objects which enables him to live in 
isolation. The first part of Auto-da-Fé, “A Head without a World”, is a symbolic title which 
refers to Kien who lives in his own reality isolated from the outside world. Lawson describes, 
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“Kien who is all head, all intellect, a genius of memory, is ignorant of the world… The head, 
Kien, is bereft of the world” (1991:39). As a „head‟ separated from his body Kien has 
rationalised his own isolation. It is my contention that his reasoning is based on a breach in 
the mind‟s experience which has shattered his emotional well-being. His state of numbness 
exemplifies the title of the first part of Canetti‟s novel since the character has lost his 
emotional connection to the world, therefore, it could be argued that he is a head without a 
world. His living without a world is only possible through emotional detachment.  
 I suggest that Kien‟s alienation began as a child when he developed techniques of 
distancing himself from overwhelming emotions. This is evident in his recollection of being 
ridiculed by his teachers at school because of his physical awkwardness: 
Kien ached with long and forgotten pains. Even as a child he had not been steady on his legs. It 
was as if he had never rightly learnt to walk. In the gymnasium he regularly fell off the bars to the 
ground. Despite his long legs, he was the worst runner in the class. The teachers considered his 
physical feebleness as unnatural. In all other subjects he was, thanks to his memory, first. But what 
good was that? (113) 
In this recollection of Kien‟s childhood, the third person narrator emphasizes retrospective 
distance from events and focuses on the repetitive falling of the body. Although Kien excels 
in all his academic subjects at school, his anguish centres on his inability to perform in the 
gymnasium or on the athletics fields. The remark that the adult Kien “ache[s] with long and 
forgotten pains” is significant as it indicates that Kien‟s victimisation at school has never 
healed; rather it runs deep and still holds the power to cause him pain. However, the ache 
Kien experiences in Part One is linked to the bruises on his body rather than an 
acknowledgment of any emotional pain.  
 As Kien looks back the text only reveals suffering connected to his unsteady body: he 
has not learnt to walk properly and regularly falls when balancing on the bars. Instead of this 
perception being a realistic reflection of Kien‟s physical performance, it appears to be 
transference of the teacher‟s derisive attitude to the child that he is “feeble” and “unnatural”. 
This message is conveyed to the impressionable child and warps his entire self-image. The 
narrative points to the extent of this damage by discarding Kien‟s scholastic achievements 
with the question: “What good was that?” Thus, being first in everything else loses its value 
for the child.  
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 An attempt to salvage the self is made by placing the damaging sense of worthlessness 
at a remove. This attempt at removal is played out within the language of the narrative itself. 
The distance between Kien and his pain is encapsulated in the words “long and forgotten” 
which create a sense of a protracted stretch of time between the trauma and the character. This 
gap is re-enforced by the third person narrative which denies the character ownership of his 
pain by refusing him the use of “I”. The style of narration also has the effect of objectifying 
Kien in its disregard of his pain. Although the narration is a personal account of his childhood 
suffering, his story is presented by an unsympathetic other. The disconnection between Kien 
and his emotions is felt within the language and words of the text itself. 
 Kien‟s victimisation by the teachers is perpetuated by the other children. The text shows 
how the rejection of his peers would cut too deep if allowed into the self. As a means of 
protection, the self steps back from the pain: 
Nobody really respected him because of his ridiculous appearance. Countless feet were stuck out 
in his path, and he tripped religiously over all of them. In the winter he was used as a snow man. 
They threw him down in the snow and rolled him over until his body acquired almost normal 
thickness. These were his coldest but also his softest falls. He had very mixed memories of them. 
(113) 
The memory of repetitive falling is communicated in the detached and ironic voice of the 
third person narrator which offers no acknowledgment of pain and reflects the deadened 
condition of Kien‟s feelings. No words are used to indicate a sense of outrage or distress in 
response to the cruelty of the other children as they trip and push him. Rather, the text 
describes Kien as a type of toy to be exploited for their entertainment. He cannot avoid 
tripping although the feet are stuck in his path “countless” times and he is used as a snowman. 
The objectification of Kien through these games convinces Kien that he is powerless and 
insignificant.  
 The use of an unsympathetic third narrator to relay a personal and painful memory 
emphasizes an emotional numbness developing within the boy from these traumatic games. 
Moreover, by ironically describing the game in the snow as his “softest” fall, an even greater 
sense of distance between Kien and his feelings is achieved. This is reinforced by Kien‟s 
physical reaction to the snow which stands in stark contrast to his lack of emotional response. 
He describes the sensation of the snow as it fills out his form; its coldness; and how its 
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softness cushions his fall. These ironic memories of falling into the snow are defined as “very 
mixed” as Kien is unable to provide appropriate emotional responses to these hurtful 
situations, they become attached to a sense of confusion and finally absolute detachment.  
  Through this narrative of Kien‟s childhood memory, Auto-da-Fé provides an image of 
a powerless child at the mercy of his peers. It follows, that for the traumatised child to carry 
on he must push his sense of inferiority aside and develop the coping mechanism of emotional 
detachment. This capacity may spontaneously be used to reduce the perception of pain during 
trauma. Indeed, disconnection from feelings may be regarded as one of nature‟s small 
mercies; a protection against unbearable pain. A sense of deadness and disconnection from 
others may originally provide the help needed to cope with extreme distress, however, the 
novel exposes the price for „shutting down‟ as decreased involvement in everyday life.  
Kien‟s extreme alienation from society could be interpreted as an inevitable consequence of 
the emotional disconnection he began employing as a boy and carried into his adulthood.  
 As a child continually ridiculed by his teachers and bullied by his peers, it follows that 
Kien would have employed defensive techniques to avoid the unrelenting distress related to 
his ordeals at school. As an adult, emotions may just have become a reminder of his inability 
to affect the outcome of his life. Hence, his feelings may be understood as the re-living of 
memories of the victimisation and, like other distressing memories, they become reminders 
that are to be avoided. Since Kien may experience just having feelings as being dangerous, he 
would need to extract any sense of self from them in order to continue.  
 To demonstrate the disconnection between the character and his emotions, I wish to 
argue that Auto-da-Fé portrays an emotional projection from Kien onto his books which is 
played out throughout the novel. This process has the effect of personifying the books within 
the consciousness of the character: 
His whole life had been an unbroken chain of falls. He had recovered; he suffered from no 
personal wounds. But his heart grew heavy and despairing when there began to unroll in his brain 
a list which he usually kept wholly and strictly secret. It was the list of innocent books which he 
had caused to fall; this was the true record of his sins, a catalogue most carefully kept in which the 
day and hour of each occasion was exactly set down. (113) 
Kien‟s boyhood memory makes him recall his entire life as an “unbroken chain of falls”. 
These falls, which represent the relentless pain of his life, are dismissed when compared to 
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the falls of the books within his library. Whereas he “suffer[s] from no personal wounds”, the 
pain of the books is acknowledged and accurately recorded. In lieu of calculating and 
mourning his own despair, he keeps a careful tally of their injuries “in which the day and hour 
of each occasion [is] exactly set down”. Thus, the text creates a marked contrast between the 
repression of his own feelings versus the accurate record he keeps of each book that falls. 
 The text represents the traumatised character‟s emotional estrangement by describing a 
fitting response to pain − “heavy and despairing” − and then transferring it elsewhere. In other 
words, instead of directing feelings at his wounded self, the character is disconnected from the 
pain by agonising over the „ill-treated‟ books. Although initially such anguish seems 
ridiculous in relation to inanimate objects, it does make sense if read with the understanding 
that these emotions are disconnected from the self and projected onto the dropped books. 
 This projection of painful emotions holds severe consequences for the internal world of 
the character. Since he has extracted the self from all the feelings connected to his life of falls, 
this hurt now rests on the books. As such they have become an extension of the self and 
become facets of his own image. Therefore, if Kien drops a book, he is responsible for the 
pain inflicted on a part of himself. This engenders a sense of shame within Kien evident in the 
reference to the “strictly secret” catalogue of falls. The list is “the true record of his sins”.  
Kien‟s initial attempt at self-preservation creates a moral dilemma. Kien may have excluded 
himself from the perpetration of pain, however, through this process, he has become the 
inflictor of pain on the “innocent”.  Ironically, he now carries the burden for the suffering that 
was needlessly inflicted upon him. The text creates a nightmare world wherein the character‟s 
legitimate pain is unacknowledged and instead he takes on responsibility for the wounds to 
the books − which is really his own pain − and lives with the fear of their further damage. 
 The fictional representation of Kien‟s disconnection from his feelings suggests the 
damage caused by victimisation to the emotional aspect of the traumatised personality. A later 
episode in the novel sheds further light on Kien‟s initial response to trauma. Auto-da-Fé 
portrays the adult Kien being “shattered under the fists of his wife” (161) just as he was 
bullied at school. After a beating by Therese, which leaves his body in a “fearful condition” 
(153), Kien restricts himself to his writing desk which he considers a more defensive position 
compared to the bed where he lies “at her mercy” because he is stretched out to his full length 
and “wherever she struck higher or lower, there would be something to hit” (156). From his 
position at the desk he watches Therese, who is asleep on her bed, terrified that she will wake 
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up and injure him further. In the course of three hours, he “is frightened to death a hundred 
times” (157) as he watches her. The text reveals an oblique side to Kien‟s trauma and inability 
to take ownership of his emotions as he gazes at her sleeping form: 
Her thick arm was stuck into a narrow, tightly-stretched sleeve. The lace with which it was 
trimmed in front was directed at her husband, who slept in the same room. It looked crushed to 
Kien. Very softly he said this word which lay heavily on his heart. He heard ─ “Crushed”. Who 
had spoken? Quick as lightning he lifted his head and turned his eyes on Therese. Who else could 
know how crushed he was? (158) 
Kien‟s attention is drawn to the lace trim on Therese‟s sleeve which is under pressure from 
her thick arm. The delicate lace contrasts strikingly to the gross, bulky body of his wife. In 
this moment, Kien is captivated by the fragility of the fabric and unwillingly speaks the word 
“crushed”. Although this word lays “heavily on his heart”, he is unable to connect this feeling 
of hopelessness to himself. Rather, he transfers it onto the lace trim.  
 The division between the character and his pain is further reinforced by the refracted 
language of the narration. Kien‟s inability to experience the immediate action is reflected in 
the use of the passive past tense. Thus, a gap is created between the character and the pain of 
his present experience. The articulation of “crushed” preceded by the dash, serves as a break 
in this removed sense of time. In the hearing of this single word, which names Kien‟s pain and 
epitomises his life, the character is confronted with the immediacy of the moment. The text 
creates an impression of the repressed feelings attempting to push through into the 
consciousness of the character. The subsequent question performs the function of re-directing 
the awareness away from the self once more.  
 The separation between the self and the feeling of being crushed is so complete that 
when he says the word out loud, he is startled by the sound. This creates a sense of another 
voice in the room. Since Therese is the only other person in the room, he assumes she has 
spoken. Moreover, the question: “Who else could know how crushed he was?” points to his 
awareness of his inability to feel. 
 Although events continue to register in the awareness of the traumatised person, it is as 
though these events have been disconnected from their usual meanings. In other words, Kien‟s 
perceptions have been numbed with the loss of particular sensations. It would appear that 
although Kien is aware of being brutalised in his own home by the once-housekeeper who is 
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now his wife, he is unable to admit the injustice of his position or take any action to rectify the 
situation. Instead, he projects his sense of hopelessness onto the crushed sleeve. 
 The portrayals of emotional disconnection in Auto-da-Fé can be compared to a similar 
fictional depiction of this kind in Katherine Mansfield‟s Miss Brill in which the protagonist 
hears her emotional response to pain coming from an external source. The protagonist, a 
lonely spinster, enjoys her only human contact walking in a park on Sundays, observing the 
crowds, and imagining herself to be involved in a drama in which everyone has a part to play. 
On her walk, she wears a fur stole which she regards as an object of great worth and beauty. 
Miss Brill experiences a sense of wholeness with the society around her: “They were all on 
the stage… Even she had a part and came every Sunday” (Mansfield 1923:182). At a crucial 
stage, Miss Brill eavesdrops a courting couple and is offered the brutal truth about herself: 
Miss Brill prepared to listen.  
“No, not now,” said the girl. “Not here, I can‟t.” 
“But why? Because of that stupid old thing at the end there?” asked the boy. “Why does she come 
here at all ─ who wants her? Why doesn‟t she keep her silly old mug a home?” 
“It‟s her fu-fur which is so funny,” giggled the girl. “It‟s exactly like a fried whiting.” (Mansfield 
1923:186) 
Although there is no act of physical violence on Miss Brill, this character experiences an 
emotional affront because the words of the young couple eject her from a space of wholeness 
within society to a realisation of her actual exclusion from it. Miss Brill‟s response to the 
overheard conversation is traumatic in that she avoids any further contact with stimuli that 
may remind her of her prior belief in her being a part of the community: 
But today she passed the baker‟s by, climbed the stairs, went into the little dark room ─ her room 
like a cupboard ─ and sat down on the red eiderdown. She sat there for a long time. The box that 
the fur came out of was on the bed. She unclasped the necklet quickly; quickly, without looking, 
laid it inside. But when she put the lid on she thought she heard something crying. (Mansfield 
1923:186) 
Miss Brill returns home immediately without her customary visit to the bakery and enters her 
“little dark room − her room like a cupboard” (Mansfield 1923:186). The absence of space 
and light in the room emphasises the reality of Miss Brill‟s social alienation. Though, it 
mirrors her restricted emotional condition as well. The text does not offer Miss Brill any 
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release from her pain in the form of crying. She is represented in a state of numbness as she 
merely sits on the bed as if she were turned to stone.  
 The final moment of the narration of Mansfield‟s short story captures the traumatic 
effect on Miss Brill when she returns her stole to its box and puts the lid on “she th[inks] she 
hear[s] something crying”. The character is unable to integrate the experience in the park and, 
thus, transfers her response to pain as if it came from an external source. In the same way as 
Kien in Canetti‟s novel re-directs his pain onto his books and the lace trim on his wife‟s 
sleeve, Mansfield‟s character allows her stole to suffer in her stead. The fictional 
representations of spontaneous emotional projection onto inanimate objects shed light on the 
effect of trauma on the emotional well-being of the characters in these stories. These texts 
portray the disconnection from feelings as a protection against unbearable pain, but also 
provide the warning that a sense of inner deadness results in decreased involvement in 
society.  
 
“Headless World”: Disconnected from Body 
Kien‟s life in his library epitomises social alienation so when he is compelled to face the outer 
world in the second part of the novel, further traumatic encounters are inevitable. The second 
part of Auto-da-Fé is entitled “Headless World” and the narrative centres on the further 
dissolution of Kien‟s personality beyond the safety of the library. Moreover, the title 
anticipates Kien‟s entering a world conspicuously lacking the knowledge of how to protect 
himself. Ironically, he only has books to guide him and his judgements of reality are 
inevitably misjudgements. Thus, for Kien the outside world is without sense or without a 
„head‟. He has responded to the trauma in his life by living at a remove from reality which has 
made him ill-equipped to deal with everyday situations. The title of the second part also 
symbolically infers decapitation as his personal world unravels after he is expelled from the 
safety of his library.  
 The first part of the novel develops a portrait of the protagonist as physically awkward 
and reliant on his intellect for survival. He works all day in his library, only venturing outside 
for a daily one hour walk in the streets of the Vienna searching for more books. Clearly, 
“learning is everything” for Kien; he only identifies with things as they occur as thoughts in 
his mind (37). For Kien, his corporeal self is superfluous: he does not care where he washes 
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or sleeps (68) and food is a matter of total indifference to him: “as a rule he would not have 
been able to say what precisely he had in his mouth” at mealtimes (28). Therefore, when 
faced with a threatening situation his mind escapes, leaving his body to bear the brunt of the 
pain. Kien‟s inner self, represented by his mind or head, “disconnects” from his body.  
  Representations of metaphoric disconnections are prevalent in Auto-da-Fé, especially 
in the character Kien. An early moment in the first part of the novel anticipates later, more 
severe, alterations in the consciousness of this character when he is expelled from his library 
altogether and forced to fend for himself in the outside world. The text demonstrates the 
mental process of dislocation of the mind from the body in the incident when he is out on his 
daily walk in the streets and a passer-by asks Kien the way to Mutstraβse. (Ironically, the 
name of the street refers to courage.) The narration is dominated by Kien‟s own perception of 
the incident:“Suddenly he heard someone shouting loudly at someone else: “Can you tell me 
where Mutstraβe is? There was no reply. Kien was surprised: so there were other silent people 
besides himself to be found in the busy streets” (16). An immediate sense of assault is created 
by the suddenness − “suddenly”− and volume − “shouted loudly”− of the man‟s request. 
When faced with an ordinary incident requiring superficial conversation, Kien feels 
vulnerable and avoids connection. It is doubtful that a person not suffering from Kien‟s fear 
of interaction would have experienced the request in this manner because asking for 
directions is a common occurrence in large cities. However, this character‟s over-reaction to 
the “shouting”, which is actually normal conversation, demonstrates that he feels seriously 
threatened. There is an immediate and unnoticed split from the body as the text marks the 
shout as directed at “someone else” and allows for no explanation between the shout and the 
severance. Actually it is only later that the reader becomes aware of this altered state of 
consciousness. The request for directions is really directed at Kien, but his anxiety over the 
interaction is so intense, an involuntary disconnection between the psychic self and the 
corporeal self occurs. In other words, his distress gives rise to an uncanny alteration of 
consciousness manifesting in an „absence‟ from the self. Consequently, he perceives the 
hostility that develops as addressed to an independent person. Such occurrences become more 
frequent and more devastating as the narrative progresses.  
 The text portrays the ontological division so completely that Kien sees his own body as 
having independent reactions and is genuinely surprised and impressed by its lack of 
response. Kien observes this „independent‟ body with intense curiosity “on condition of 
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course that he still remained silent” (16). As the request for directions persists, Kien witnesses 
his body as though he were standing next to it. The detachment is so thorough that Kien 
threatens to walk away if this “other man” reacts in a disappointing manner (17).  
 Kien‟s experience of disconnection, affords him the opportunity of observing the event 
as a spectator. Hence he is able to operate two separate states of being simultaneously. A 
process of dual thinking is evident in Kien as he places the onus of reply on a separate self. In 
addition to his own thoughts, he also takes an interest in the behaviour of that “someone else” 
and offers objective commentary on his conduct. He is completely divorced from the 
confrontation as he describes his body in the third person employing two independent thought 
processes at one time.  
 The change to Kien‟s internal sense of self only becomes apparent as the man 
requesting directions becomes impatient and grabs at Kien‟s briefcase, the “nasty jolt” makes 
Kien aware for the first time that “the other man, the silent one, the man of character, who 
controlled his tongue even in anger, was Kien himself” (17). Interpreting the entire incident 
through the eyes of Kien, the reader is drawn into the division between the mind and the body 
and it is only the jolt at the close of the entire incident that alerts the reader, with Kien, that 
the “silent one” is indeed Kien himself (17). In this moment the text pulls the reader into the 
experience of disconnection between mind and body enabling an almost first-hand sense of 
confusion and disorientation. At the moment of realisation, the psychic self and the corporeal 
self of the character are reunited and Kien removes himself from “the alien clutch” (17). As 
he escapes, it becomes plausible that the split in the self occurred in order to avoid 
experiencing further trauma: 
A loutish creature whose courtesy changed in so many seconds to insolence had no power to hurt 
him. Nevertheless he walked along the streets a little faster than was his usual custom. A man who 
carries books with him must seek to avoid physical violence. He always had books with him. (17 
my emphasis) 
The text points to how a normally mundane incident of interaction between two people is 
interpreted by Kien in terms of an attempted assault. It is suggested that the confrontation 
with the man seeking directions has evoked an association with physical violence within Kien 
and, characteristically, he uses his books as a means of protection as they remind him that the 
safety of his library is close at hand. It is clear from Kien‟s reaction that he feels coerced. The 
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involuntary split of the mind from the body can be explained in terms of his perception of the 
man‟s “power to hurt him” and a desperate need to “avoid physical violence”. The attempt at 
assuring himself that the man did not have the power to hurt him is unconvincing because 
Kien‟s speedy retreat betrays his fear. Thus Kien‟s over-reaction demonstrates how the 
traumatised character does not respond to stress the way other people do; under pressure he 
may feel or act as if he was being traumatised all over again and withdraw parts of himself as 
a means of self-defence.  
 Having established the mental dislocation from which this protagonist suffers, it should 
also be noted that the notion of fragmentation of the body is a general characteristic of 
modernist expression, for example, T.S Eliot‟s Rhapsody on a Windy Night (1920) gives a 
sense that parts of the body are autonomous with the ability to act independently. And the 
cubism of artists such as Georges Braque, as can be seen in Man with a Guitar (1911-2), 
shatters the features of the human face and fragments the body into parts. 
 
 Figure 2: Georges Braque, Man with Guitar (1911-2). 
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, United States of 
America. 
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In Auto-da-Fé, after Kien has been expelled from the library, his metaphoric decapitation is 
extended to include the amputation of a hand. Kien‟sfirst experience in a social venue in the 
novel is dominated by an increasing sense of fear. In this threatened state he is unable to 
respond to ordinary social cues, but employs a technique of disconnecting the hand from the 
body of a waiter in a desperate attempt to cope. 
  In the second part of Auto-da-Fé, Kien is separated from his library and finds comfort 
in visiting bookshops. After three weeks he has exhausted every bookshop in the city and at a 
loss as to where to go next, he wanders into a dingy bar called Stars of Heaven. His history of 
trauma, coupled with the recent brutality he has faced at the hands of his wife, has marked his 
capacity to integrate with others. Therefore, the crowds of people evoke a rising sense of 
dread in Kien. Once within the establishment, he feels it to be an “alien quarter of the world” 
(173). The text presents a surreal environment with a dark and foggy atmosphere that reflects 
Kien‟s bewildered state of mind as he finds himself in a situation where social interaction is 
likely. Canetti‟s ironic view of a secularised modernist existence is evident in his reference to 
Heaven, which is not depicted as a celestial home for souls who had achieved Christ‟s 
salvation; instead it is a dive in a sleazy quarter of the city.Owing to the prior violence 
inflicted on him by others, when faced with the actual prospect of interaction Kien is beset by 
apprehension. The text immediately points to his anxiety for he enters the place 
“[m]echanically, as if in self-defence” (173). Confronted by the expectation to socialise, he is 
acutely intimidated and involuntarily employs techniques of disconnection to protect himself 
from being overwhelmed.  
 Kien‟s dread of interaction is evident as he is the only patron who sits alone. He is 
actually so intimidated in this social setting that he is too “afraid to stand up” (174) when the 
waiter brings him a cup of coffee. His method of coping with the contact is to discontinue 
seeing the waiter as an entire person. It follows that a fragment of a person is less intimidating 
than the whole thus Kien reduces the waiter to the hand which serves him: 
A thick hand pushed a large coffee in front of him. He thanked it politely. Surprised, the hand 
paused a moment then pressed itself flat against the marble and stretched out all five fingers. What 
can it be grinning for? Kien asked himself, his suspicions aroused. By the time the hand, with the 
man attached to it, had withdrawn, he was once again in possession of his eyes. (173-4) 
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The textual representation of disconnection in this moment is, at first, created by the 
exaggerated concentration on the actions of the waiter‟s hand. It is the hand, not the waiter, 
which Kien thanks: he thanks “it” for the coffee. The body of the waiter is fragmented by the 
separation of his hand from the rest of his body. As the disconnection deepens in the mind of 
the character, so the hand develops into a personified entity. The hand is “surprised” by 
Kien‟s gratitude for the coffee and responds by a gesture which Kien interprets as a grin. 
Moreover, Kien reacts to the hand as if it were a separate entity by suspecting its motives: 
“What can it be grinning for?” Finally, the hand − not the waiter − withdraws. For Kien, the 
man is merely “attached to it” and of no consequence. 
 As his initial panic on entering the Stars of Heaven subsides and his eyes become 
accustomed to the gloom, the text describes Kien as once again being  “in possession of his 
eyes” physically, as he can see better in the dark room, but as well as in relation to his episode 
of separating the waiter from his hand. Kien‟s response reveals the way trauma permanently 
alters how a person deals with his or her environment even concerning ordinary matters. Thus 
a commonplace situation involving the ordering and serving of a cup of coffee may evoke 
inordinate emotions and responses from the traumatised person. In this instance, Kien projects 
his trauma onto the lives and actions of others. 
  Kien‟s response to the waiter is reminiscent of the radical fragmentation of psyche 
evident in the young narrator‟s experiences in Kafka‟s short story, Description of a Struggle. 
Just as Kien‟s alienation in the Stars of Heaven is highlighted by the description of his “little 
marble table” having “its own planetary existence” (174) so too the young narrator, in the first 
moment of Description of a Struggle sits alone during a social event at a “tiny table” where he 
surveys his little store of pastry which he has picked out and arranged in a pile (Kafka 
2005:9). Both Kien and the young narrator‟s isolation is emphasised by the smallness of the 
table which excludes others due to its size. Moreover, the latter‟s eccentric handling of the 
pastries further indicates social awkwardness and has an alienating effect. Both Canetti and 
Kafka portray their protagonists as intent on maintaining their isolation as a means of self-
preservation. Yet, the fictional representations of these characters in social settings reveal the 
painful ramifications of seclusion. Much earlier, Fyodor Dostoevsky‟s protagonist in Notes 
from Underground (1864) described his alienation from the world in a similar way. 
 Abruptly, the young, isolated narrator in Kafka‟s short story finds himself engaged in a 
string of nonsequiturs with another young man with whom he leaves the reception. Certain 
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aspects of dissociation become apparent in the walk the young narrator takes with his new, 
surreal companion. During their walk together, the young narrator‟s estrangement from his 
own body and emotions becomes obvious. “Hardly were we outside when I evidently began to 
feel very gay” (Kafka 2005:11). The young narrator speaks of his own feelings as if they could 
only be inferred. In addition to being detached from his own emotions, a few moments later, a 
failed attempt at friendliness toward his companion leaves the young narrator feeling detached 
from his own hand which echoes Kien‟s dissociation of the waiter from his hand as described 
earlier:“No sooner had I given him an encouraging slap on the back than I suddenly no longer 
understood his mood, and withdrew my hand. Since I had no use for it, I stuck it in the pocket 
of my coat” (Kafka 2005:11). The young narrator forgets himself for a moment and makes 
physical contact with his companion. Instantly, he feels a sense of estrangement from his 
companion and the hand which touched him. In fact, he feels so disconnected from his hand 
that he considers it an object which could be found useless and discarded. 
 An aspect of dissociation between the hands and the self is evident in another of Kafka‟s 
short stories, The Burrow. In his essay on this short story, Mark Boulby demonstrates that it is 
the nearest Kafka comes to introducing a biographical element into his work, so that there is 
an intimate relation between the author and the character in the story. Boulby infers that 
Kafka‟s “serious slip” when he refers to “my hands” instead of his impersonal use of the 
pronoun “one‟s hands”, which is otherwise used throughout the text, is an indication of the 
projection of the writer‟s self onto the speaker (1982:174). I have discussed Kafka‟s 
identification with the speaker in The Burrow in more detail in chapter two. 
 In the present analysis, the “serious slip‟ picked up by Boulby could be interpreted as an 
element of traumatic dissociation. The speaker in The Burrow is in a state of turmoil as he 
desperately attempts to keep the threat of the outside world at bay. It is possible that in his 
anxiety his hands, like those of the character in Description of a Struggle, become 
psychosomatically disconnected from the body. In this moment, there is uncertainty whether 
the hands are those of the burrowing creature or the hands of the author himself. 
 The 1959 French film, Hiroshima mon amour by Alain Resnais and Marguerite Duras, 
described by Cathy Caruth in Unclaimed Experience (1996), also represents the disconnection 
of the hands from the body as a traumatic response. The action of the film is the story of a 
French actress who intends to make a film in Hiroshima and who, in her chance and 
passionate encounter with a Japanese man, tells the story of her past. She has a love affair at 
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Nevers with a German soldier during the Occupation. Tragically, he is murdered on the very 
day they are to run away together. She discovers his dying body and keeps a harrowing vigil 
over her lover‟s body for a day and night until his corpse was taken from her and thrown into a 
truck. She is subsequently punished by the French towns-people for her relationship with the 
German soldier. They humiliate her for this „betrayal‟ by shaving her head. Moreover, her 
parents trap her in a cellar for bringing disgrace on the family. In her isolation underground, 
the traumatised woman begins to scrape the skin off her hands against the walls of the 
cellar:“Hands become useless in cellars. They scrape. They rub the skin off… against the 
walls… that‟s all you can do, to make you feel better” (Resnais and Duras 1961:55).11 The 
woman feels the trauma of loss and separation in relation to her own body. As such, her body 
is fragmented by the separation of her hands from the rest of her corporeal self. Her hands 
have become “useless”. Moreover, without a purpose in relation to the rest of the self, they 
seem to act independently. The woman describes the mutilation of her hands as an act initiated 
by the hands themselves: “They scrape. They rub…”  Her recovery is marked by the 
reintegration of the body in the recovery of her hands. As her hair begins to grow back, she 
notes that, “I can feel it every day, with my hand” (Resnais and Duras 1961:61). Her hands are 
no longer “useless‟, but have regained their sensory function.  
 By contrast, Canetti and Kafka‟s texts offer no hope of recovery. Rather the characters 
slip further and further into destructive and complex processes of dislocation of the self as 
they attempt to escape the threat of trauma. Through the portrayal of self-destruction, these 
texts warn of the devastating consequences where there is no prospect of regaining a sense of 
wholeness for the fractured self. 
 
“The World in the Head”: Disconnected from Reality 
Part Three, “The World in the Head”, describes the total disconnection of Kien from reality 
which results in his mental breakdown and proceeds to his final incineration in his own 
library. The title of the final part of Auto-da-Fé reminds us that Kien‟s head is now “full of 
infectious worldly misery and the books − a disparate and insupportable burden” (Lawson 
1991:40). 
 Kien‟s mind deteriorates as he becomes fixated on notions which offer protection from 
having to face further sever emotional disturbance. His great intellectual strength and ability 
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to reason become diminished as his mind becomes dominated by his traumatic experience. 
Kien‟s world is not based on rational thought processes, but is a world unto itself. In this 
“world in the head” his arguments are based on desperate premises aimed at self-preservation 
and are generally reduced to nonsensical conclusions. The primary delusion that Kien 
maintains is the death of Therese who “died by hunger the most wretched of deaths” (387). It 
is significant that bodies are often assumed to be corpses in this novel which may suggest the 
death of their inner selves owing to the suffering they have had to endure. Both Kien and 
Therese believe the other to be dead and treat the still living body as if it were a corpse. 
Moreover, the notion of laying a ghost to rest echoes Kien‟s invented ghost of Therese who 
will not be laid to rest and causes him to lose his sanity. Thus, the activity in Kien‟s head 
becomes completely divorced from reality. The text lays out the mental gymnastics he has to 
perform in order to maintain this delusion which he believes protects him from further 
traumatisation.  
 By the final part of the novel, Kien has lost most of his fortune and has been taken 
captive by Benedikt Pfaff, the violent caretaker-security guard at the Ehrlich Street block of 
flats. Kien‟s position of spatial restriction within the small, locked room is indicative of his 
reduced financial, emotional and mental state. Pfaff‟s room represents a highly traumatic 
space. In the chapter ironically entitled “The Kind Father” the small room in which Pfaff‟s 
abuses his wife and his daughter is described. Being a sadist with a perverted desire to inflict 
torture, he insisted on his wife‟s servitude along with her availability to endure his beatings. 
After an extended period of such violence, “she died under his hands” (368), he lives 
incestuously with his daughter. The text notes that “after the funeral his honeymoon began” 
(368). His daughter is forced to endure several years of horror before she also dies as a result 
of illness (378). The language used to describe these events deliberately sanitised the violence 
against Pfaff‟s wife and his daughter and possibly points to society‟s tolerant attitude towards 
domestic violence during this time. 
 Pfaff‟s room is in stark contrast to the library, for which Kien yearns, with its four lofty 
halls and the communicating doors always wide open. Unlike the room where he is at the 
mercy of Pfaff and Therese, Kien had originally established the library where he could pursue 
his academic endeavours free from restraint or interruption. However, the room in which he is 
held captive in the final part of Auto-da-Fé is a spacial replication of his present state of mind: 
devoid of scholastic thought and restricted by fear. He is no longer concerned with the 
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research which was considered by his colleagues as “inestimable” (19), but is primarily 
motivated by the non-existence of Therese. Kien‟s deterioration demonstrates how once 
traumatised, the character‟s conception of the outside world and his conception of the self 
have been permanently altered. Kien changes from a highly esteemed doctor of sinology, 
doing extensive research in his vast library and in control of his own affairs, to that of a 
prisoner controlled by a delusional world in his head. 
 Kien‟s deterioration is further illustrated by his obsession with spying on the trousers 
and skirts of the people who pass by the peep hole in the door of Pfaff‟s room. Kien spends 
captivated hours crouched on his knees engaged in the senseless activity of watching the 
comings and goings of the people in the block of flats. In his delusional state, he takes the 
activity of spying so seriously that he places his watch on the floor beside him so that he can 
accurately give five minutes to each eye. When considering the complicated academic 
research undertaken by Kien in the first part of the novel, this activity reveals his reduced 
state of mind. For Kien, his fear of Therese is so powerful that it has shattered his intellectual 
performance. Thus the text reveals how traumatic memories sap the traumatised character‟s 
life of its significance. In a more general sense, the ridiculous nature of this activity possibly 
comments on the fact that citizens in Germany and Austria were asked to spy on each other 
and denounce those suspected of criminal or political offences (Victor 2007:165). 
 Furthermore, since he is able to see only a tiny part of the world − the trousers and skirts 
of those who pass by − the peep hole symbolically demonstrates how Kien is being removed 
from a normal view of reality. Although he is able to inspect the trousers of the men, he is 
troubled by what may be “lurking” behind the skirts (381). He perceives the women as 
predatory as they “la[y] their ambush” for the men (387) and “stalk” their “prey” (386). This 
admission reveals Kien‟s general dread of women owing to the implied trauma of his 
childhood and the violence his wife made him endure. Nevertheless, Kien is comforted by the 
fact that Therese‟s “special and unmistakable blue, shrill, insulting and vulgar” skirt was worn 
by no one (381). Again, this is another example of how Kien, in his irrational state, reduces 
people to their clothes and dissected body parts. 
 Even though Kien can see no evidence of Therese through the peep hole, he remains 
terrified and develops an elaborate argument to prove her non-existence. His mental processes 
reveal a rapid decline in these moments within Pfaff‟s room. Kien convinces himself that the 
colour blue, which he describes as “most disturbing, most hideous, and most meaningless” 
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since it is the colour of the skirt she always wears and a symbol of his trauma, is merely an 
invention of the physicists and is not real (390). His argument relies on this delusional 
premise that the colour blue does not exist. He reasons that if blue is not real, then there can 
be no blue skirt and; therefore, no Therese. All the intellectual energy required to prove 
Therese‟s non-existence takes its toll on Kien‟s mind. This has serious implications as Kien‟s 
sense of self is very closely linked to his intellectual functionality. 
 Since he has no personal relationships; no interest in material possessions; and no pride 
in his personal appearance, his self-worth is based solely on the “world in the head”. Kien is 
very aware that in order to ensure his “mental balance” he must maintain his ability to 
“distinguish between reality and imagination” (381). Yet, owing to his fear of Therese which 
finally overwhelms him, this ability is lost as he creates his own imaginary world in which she 
is dead. This progressive detachment from reality results in a disconnection from his sanity 
and an eventual loss of self in the catastrophic end of the novel. 
 Moving to the final stage in the deterioration of Kien, the novel advances to its violent 
and destructive conclusion. The portrayal in Auto-da-Fé of Kien‟s mental processes during the 
final traumatic episode in Pfaff‟s room encapsulates the rupture in the mind‟s experience of 
time and self. Kien is disconnected from the experience of the confrontation with Therese; the 
physical objects around him; his own body and feelings; and finally his grip on reality. Kien‟s 
mental breakdown occurs when, after having convinced himself through desperate arguments 
of Therese‟s non-existence, she enters the confined space of the room with his dinner. These 
final moments between the two characters tip Kien over the edge of sanity. 
  As Kien is unable to accept her presence, he refuses to get up from the bed or open his 
eyes and converses with Therese as though she were a ghost: “I am not afraid. Those times are 
past. I shall tear every shred off the body of a ghost!” (392). Kien‟s false bravado exposes his 
fear of the trauma she has come to represent. However, since there is no escape from the 
sound of her voice, Kien is unable to maintain the delusion of her non-existence. He is 
overwhelmed by anxiety and inadvertently becomes disconnected from the event. His 
disconnection is so complete that he has no recollection of what has occurred once Therese 
exits. The text demonstrates how during this type of dissociation the mind is unable to register 
what is happening as the ordinary mechanisms of awareness and cognition are shattered. 
 Although Therese screams abuse and throws the dinner at him in a rage and leaves, 
Kien is unable to register what has occurred. He cannot tell why he is locked in the room, 
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whobrought the dinner into the room or why there is food, a tray, plates, cutlery, and broken 
glass all over the bed. In this space the traumatised character is physiologically prevented 
from integrating this experience into his psyche. He exhibits physical and emotional 
disorientation owing to his psychic absence during Therese‟s visit:  
The spinach is an illusion. He washes it away. The splinters of glass he gathers. His grief cuts him. 
Blood flows. Is he to doubt the reality of his own blood? History tells us of the strangest errors. 
There should be a knife with the dinner things. To prove it, he carefully cuts off ─ although it is 
sharp and very painful ─ the little finger of his left hand. (393) 
His emotions merge with the objects around him. Hence, it is not the glass but his “grief” 
which cuts him as he gathers the splinters. Kien is so removed from his feelings that he no 
longer understands their function. In other words, the terror inspired by Therese causes Kien 
to be literally out of touch with his feelings to such an extent that he amputates his finger.  
 Moreover, he has even come to doubt the authenticity of his own body and the reality of 
the other physical objects in the room. When he notices his hand bleeding, he “doubt[s] the 
reality of his own blood” (393). Indeed, his mental state is so precarious that to prove the 
reality of his own blood, he amputates the little finger of his left hand. This depiction of self-
mutilation reveals the lengths the character will go to as a reaction to social isolation and fear. 
The text makes a connection between trauma and self-mutilating behaviour. Thus, Kien‟s self-
mutilation may be linked to the profound dissociative state preceding the act. In addition, 
since the finger is no longer physically part of the body, the amputation comes to be a physical 
representation of the fissure in the mind‟s experience.  
 Kien‟s disorientation is made more apparent when he ties a handkerchief around the 
wound and is amazed to see that it “turns out to be a napkin” with his own monogram stitched 
onto it (393). However, he has no perception of how it could have got there. As he puzzles 
over how the dinner could have been thrown into the sealed room, he tries the meat which is 
lying on the bed:“It has the right taste. He feels ill, he feels hungry, he eats it all up. Holding 
his breath, stiff and quivering, he senses how each morsel finds its way down his alimentary 
tubes” (394). The terrible anxiety Kien is undergoing can be read in his “stiff and quivering 
form”. He is so estranged from his own body that the awareness of hunger is confused with 
the sensation of being ill. When Kien swallows the meat he “senses” how it travels down his 
88 
 
alimentary tubes. The text describes the process of eating as though it is occurring beyond the 
self.  
 Kien‟s disorientation culminates in the complete disintegration of the self. The catalyst 
for the final moment in this process of collapse is the singing of the caretaker‟s canaries 
which draws attention to the blue of their feathers. To expel the threatening colour which he 
has endeavoured to disprove; he strangles them and throws them out the window and his 
“little finger, a fifth corpse he tosses after them” (394). Having resorted to self-mutilation and 
violent massacre of helpless birds, Kien is unable to maintain any form of control over his 
own perceptions: “Scarcely has he thus expelled everything blue from the room when the 
walls begin to dance. Their violent movement dissolves in blue spots. They are skirts, he 
whispers and creeps under the bed. He had begun to doubt his reason” (394). The text 
demonstrates how dissociation may lead to a complete mental break-down. Once Kien 
acknowledges his inability to “distinguish between reality and imagination” (381), he is 
psychotic and creeps under the bed. 
 The final outcome of the series of events that begins with the violent expulsion from the 
spacial freedom of his library is his mental collapse in Pfaff‟s room. As he is reduced to an 
even smaller space beneath the bed, the novel offers no recovery for the protagonist despite 
his later physical rescue by his brother. Kien, therefore, has suffered damage to the basic 
structures of the self which are depicted as beyond repair. More particularly, his sanity is at 
such a remove that the text offers no opportunity to heal his ruptured mind. Rather the figure 
of Kien, the great sinologist who has been reduced to a deranged captive beneath a bed, serves 
as a warning about isolation from reality and the madness that may follow. 
 
Conclusion 
Auto-da-Fé centres on a character with a ruptured sense of self and the world. In my analysis 
of Canetti‟s novel, I have attempted to show how this breach of self and dislocation from 
reality is caused by the character‟s pain. In addition to damaged characters, the structure and 
fictional narrative of Canetti‟s novel centres on disconnection: the first part of Auto-da-Fé, “A 
Head without a World”, is based on a breach in the mind‟s experience which has shattered 
Kien‟s emotional well-being and results in his social alienation. The text shows how a sense 
of emotional deadness and disconnection from others may originally help a traumatised 
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person cope with extreme distress. However, the price for Kien „shutting down‟ is decreased 
involvement in everyday life and, finally, isolation.  
 The second part of Auto-da-Fé is entitled “Headless World” and centres on the 
metaphoric removal of Kien‟s head. The text demonstrates the mental process of dislocation 
of the mind from the body. This form of dissociation or „absence‟ from the self is perceived as 
a way to for the self to escape the onslaught of violence. Thus, when faced with a threatening 
situation, the mind escapes, leaving the body to suffer the distress.Although this type of 
dissociation can be an effective way to continue functioning while the trauma is going on, if it 
continues to be utilised after the trauma has passed, it comes to interfere with everyday 
functioning.   
 Part Three, “The World in the Head”, depicts the total disconnection of Kien from 
reality which results in his loss of reason and complete mental breakdown. Kien‟s great 
intellectual strength and ability to reason is finally unravelled as his mind becomes dominated 
by his traumatic experience. Kien‟s world is not based on reasonable thought processes, but is 
a world unto itself based on desperate arguments aimed at self-preservation. He finally enters 
the realm of insanity. 
 Using an analysis of Canetti‟s novel and related aspects from other Modernist short 
stories and one film, I have attempted to demonstrate how disassociation allows the mind to 
distance itself from an experience that is too much for the psyche to process at the time. 
However, Auto-da-Fé clearly depicts that although dissociative alterations in consciousness 
may be adaptive at the moment of total vulnerability, they become destructive once the 
danger is past. Since these altered states keep the traumatic experience fenced-off from 
ordinary consciousness, they prevent the integration necessary for healing. Devoid of any 
form of care or therapy the now psychotic protagonist fictionally enters the gates of Bedlam. 
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Chapter Four: Devastation 
 
Introduction 
Auto-da-Fé could be described as a typically modernist narrative of psychic disintegration 
created primarily by the immense suffering of the central character. Kien‟s desperate attempts 
to keep the world at bay are futile and the violence he is forced to endure results in his 
delusional psychosis and suicide. In Canetti‟s novel there is no comfort or resolution from the 
painful business of living. It presents a world in which certain characters are condemned to be 
haunted by their trauma until they are ultimately consumed by it. The novel shows how Kien 
is unable to exorcise his demons; thereby, the scope of his life is rapidly reduced. In the 
beginning of the narrative, he is alienated in his library where he works assiduously to 
maintain this safe space by keeping any possible trauma outside the boundaries of its four 
walls. However, with the introduction of Therese, the text depicts the intrusive power of 
violence in his domestic space. She systematically takes control of the library and brutalises 
Kien. Thus the victimisation he faced as a child becomes perpetual after the abuse he suffers 
at the hands of his wife. Consequently, he is expelled from his library and follows a 
downward psychic and physical spiral to his confinement under the bed in a small room and, 
ultimately, to his consumption by fire in the very space he initially created as a refuge from 
suffering. 
 In this chapter I focus on two fictional representations in Auto-da-Fé which demonstrate 
the destructive power of trauma through Kien‟s body. Firstly, I explore Kien‟s strong sense of 
alienation from his face as he stares at its reflection in the mirror. After which, I proceed to 
examine a more dramatic representation of trauma which is entirely invested in his body 
through the metaphoric process of petrification.  
 I suggest that corporeal manifestations of trauma in Kien‟s case illustrate an 
unproductive response to violence and reveal the devastating repercussions of trauma trapped 
in the body. Since this novel focuses so strongly on mental processes, bodies would seem to 
be overlooked. However, Kien‟s height and build are mentioned repeatedly and his increasing 
thinness after leaving his flat at the end of the first part of the novel is a sign of self-
destructiveness (Preece 2004:94). Thus I demonstrate the way Kien‟s trauma, which is not 
integrated adequately into the ordinary system of memory in the psyche, is held in the body to 
be re-enacted at a later stage. This is significant because while the trauma is housed in the 
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body, the character endures a compulsive re-experiencing of the past as the trauma is not 
sufficiently accessible in language in a controlled, mediated, self-reflexive manner. In order to 
explore this process in more detail, I make use of Dominick LaCapra‟s term “acting out” 
(2001:89) to describe the instances in the novel where trauma is played out in a futile manner 
through the body of the character. 
  The acting out of trauma in Auto-da-Fé points to the way in which the traumatic 
experience is not completely integrated into Kien‟s psyche and is therefore inaccessible to 
adequate verbal expression. This makes it impossible for the character to come to terms with 
his past and condemns him to destruction. In other words, the text suggests that if Kien‟s 
trauma is confined in the physical realm, release from torment is impossible since it is not 
adequately accessible in language. This response dominates Kien‟s role in Auto-da-Fé and 
ultimately leads to his suicide. Consequently, the cost of violence remains locked in the body 
of the victim causing a rupture in the character‟s experience of his inner and outer worlds.  
 Furthermore, I attempt to demonstrate how the destructive patterns played out on a 
personal scale could be seen as a reflection of large scale European crisis. In Auto-da-Fé the 
disintegration of Kien‟s personality is matched by a disintegration of the outer world. The 
novel not only demonstrates the effect of violence on the consciousness of the individual, but 
also the increasingly militarised violence of war on European civilisation. Canetti‟s fictional 
world of the library may be read as a microcosm of Europe during the 1930s: the period in 
which this novel is written and set. The violence of the First World War created a sudden rift 
in society and any semblance of order was lost through economic, social and political 
devastation. Moreover, the crisis was aggravated by the anticipation of a second approaching 
catastrophe. The turmoil in Europe is reflected in the library which is finally destroyed by the 
violence within. 
  First-hand accounts of war experience shed further light on the way trauma manifests 
itself physically. In the First World War, physicians such as Sándor Ferenczi (1916-7) and 
William Brown (1920) assigned to work at emergency hospitals, were confronted with cases 
of acute war neurosis in the soldiers who returned from the battle front. These soldiers arrived 
in their filthy uniforms, some of them wounded, many in states of total neurotic collapse. The 
subsequent work of these medical practitioners adds valuable understanding to the 
physiological nature of trauma. These doctors describe several examples of trauma held in the 
bodies of soldiers which are useful in developing an understanding of this phenomenon. 
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Moving to the unconventional theatre in the Vietnam War in the 1970s, the war 
correspondent, Michael Herr, describes a similar response to trauma in Dispatches (1977) and 
alludes to the notion of a traumatised soldier not having access to the images of the traumatic 
event, but rather that they are corporealised. 
 More recently, the focus has shifted from considering the effects of trauma on soldiers 
during war to include the effects of trauma on women suffering from domestic abuse and 
rape. In Trauma and Recovery (1992), Judith Herman points out that when a person is 
completely powerless, she may go into a state of physical surrender. In this state the body 
shuts down entirely (1992:42). 
 In opposition to the destructive response of trauma trapped in the body without access 
to words in Auto-da-Fé, La Capra offers the constructive response of “working over and 
through” trauma (2001:90). This refers to speech which is accessible to recall in memory and 
language and functions to provide “some measure of conscious control, critical distance, and 
perspective” (2001:90). According to this analyst of Holocaust testimonies, this response 
indicates that the traumatised person has begun the arduous process of recovery from despair 
which is so crucial for “laying ghosts to rest” and “renewing an interest in life” (2001:90). I 
suggest that as the trauma becomes available to verbal expression, it is no longer held in the 
body as depicted in some instances in Canetti‟s novel, but released through the narrative 
process bringing a measure of comfort to the traumatised person. However, as LaCapra is 
careful to note, working over and through the past does not assert the possibility of total 
mastery or fully overcoming the past so that “all wounds are healed without leaving any scars 
and full ego identity is achieved” (2001:91). Nonetheless, the process does counteract the 
compulsively repetitive full re-living of the traumatising past we encounter with Kien. 
 To show the power of words to bring about a measure of healing, in the final section of 
this chapter I use extracts from some of Canetti‟s other work, written after Auto-da-Fé, to 
highlight the value of language in the process of working over and through trauma. These 
extracts extend LaCapra‟s notion of how words are able to assist in overcoming trauma. They 
show that not only is there some form of release from suffering through the writer‟s own 
expression of pain, but he or she can find some comfort in reading the traumatic narrative of 
another writer whose experience closely resembles his or her own. Canetti mentions that by 
reading Cesare Pavese‟s diary The Business of Living (trans.1952) (Il mestiere di vivere, 
1951), he is able to find solace in the words of another writer which express a suffering 
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similar to his own. Moreover, Canetti alludes to the positive effect Franz Kafka‟s letters had 
on him in his essay Kafka’s Other Trail: The Letters to Felice (trans.1974) (Der andere 
Prozess: Kafkas Briefe an Felice, 1969) where he links Kafka‟s letters to the testimonies of 
other writers who experienced trauma. Canetti describes the transference of the writer‟s 
experience, as laid out in the text, to the psyche of the reader as a comfort during dark 
moments.  
 Since Canetti provides no possibility of working over and through trauma for his 
characters in Auto-da-Fé, but appears intent on exposing the destructive outcomes of violence 
through this novel, my analysis in this chapter deals primarily with the fictional 
representations of the devastating effects of trauma captured in Kien‟s body which acts as a 
warning of the unchecked effects of violence on the individual consciousness and society at 
large. However, to end this chapter, I examine a possible working over and through trauma as 
an alternative to the representations in Auto-da-Fé in some of Canetti‟s other work which 
suggest a comfort and even the hope of redemption from trauma through the power of words. 
 
Fictional Representations of Trauma Trapped in the Body 
There is a single instance in Auto-da-Fé where Kien examines the reflection of his face in the 
mirror. The description of his face reveals how trauma is dramatically held within the body, 
more specifically in this instance in the structure of the face, thereby causing the character to 
act out his trauma cosmetically as Kien‟s face becomes a mask of suffering. This acting out is 
represented by rendering Kien‟s inspection of his face as a navigation of a dangerous 
landscape which evokes elements of fear and repulsion. By focusing on Kien‟s face, the text 
further demonstrates the way trauma has redefined the character‟s identity.  
 The portrayal of Kien‟s reflection resembles several modernist works of art, namely 
Ferdinand Leger, Card Players (1917). Leger's painting contains various aspects from the 
industrial world such as the mechanised forms of the soldiers. 
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Figure 3: Ferdinand Leger, Card Players (1917). Rijksmuseum Kroller-
Muller, Ottelo, Netherlands. 
Not only are the men dehumanised by their machine-like bodies, but they are also fragmented 
into cylindrical shapes. The overall effect is that the pieces of the body are alienated from each 
other; they do not constitute a whole. 
 Similarly, the marks of trauma on the reflection of Kien‟s face dislocate elements of the 
image. Instead of identifying with his own image, he experiences it as other. This creates a 
dramatic remove between the character examining his reflection and the reflection itself. The 
fear and suffering of Kien‟s life are not integrated into his identity in a normal way, but are 
expressed as an unfamiliar landscape: 
Watery blue eyes and no cheeks at all. His forehead ridged as a rock-face, from which his nose 
plunged at right angles towards the abyss, an edge dizzily narrow. At its base, almost hidden, 
cowered two minute back insects. No one would have guessed them to be nostrils. His mouth as a 
slot of a machine. Two sharp lines, like artificial scars, ran from his temples to his chin and met at 
its points. These and his nose divided his long and lean face into five strips of terrifying 
narrowness; narrow, but strictly symmetrical; there was no room to linger anywhere and Kien did 
not linger. (173) 
Kien‟s observation of his face is described as a process of hazardous navigation which the 
reader, in the act of reading, is compelled to follow. The structure of the face is represented as 
an extreme topography with the forehead as a “rock-face” and the nose plunging towards a 
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chasm. There is a sense that navigating the face is precarious. The edge of the nose is 
described as “dizzily narrow” as though one may fall to one‟s death in the abyss below. The 
image of the nostrils as terrified insects cowering at the foot of the nose perpetuates the 
overall sense of fear induced by the face. It is not only Kien as the onlooker who is alienated 
from the reflection of his face, but within the structure of the face itself there are elements of 
estrangement as well. The nostrils feel threatened by the construction of the face of which 
they are meant to be a part. Thus, instead of being an element of Kien‟s facial structure, the 
nostrils are at a remove like two creatures on the landscape. This description is relevant as 
Kien‟s face is no longer a sign of his identity, but has been recreated through trauma as a 
harsh landscape removed from the self.  
  Kien is unable to recognize his own face because the extent of damage from his 
trauma is so severe that his idea of who he is and what he sees is entirely incompatible. 
Instead of being faced with a reflection that depicts a whole self, he is faced with an accurate 
image of the fragmented self. He is therefore unable to hold on to an imaginary sense of 
wholeness he possibly developed from earlier encounters with a mirror. Instead, he is faced 
with the true state of affairs and the imaginary identity is stripped away. His observation of a 
strange „landscape‟ causes him to realise that his face, as a carrier of his identity, is no longer 
a recognisable reflection in the mirror, but instead a cause to feel “very lonely” (173). Thus, 
the depiction of Kien‟s struggle with his own reflection demonstrates that the identity he has 
created of himself has been irrevocably destroyed as a result of violence.  
 The face is dehumanised further by comparing the mouth to the slot made in a machine 
to admit some other part or for a coin to operate it. The text removes any human quality from 
the face to emphasise the manner in which trauma strips a person of their individuality and 
humanity. For Whitlock, this mechanical image echoes the general characterisation of the 
Modernist period as the “Age of Machinery in every outward and inward sense of the word” 
(2007:17). By 1900 work was no longer done directly or by hand: the human element was 
replaced by a speedier, inanimate one. Therefore, this image of a single man gazing in the 
mirror and seeing a reflection of himself as a mechanised object rather than a human being 
reflects the wider sense of humankind being driven from their employment and replaced by 
machines. The pain Kien experiences in this moment reflects how, on a personal and on a 
more general level, not only the external and physical alone is managed by machinery, but the 
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internal and spiritual as well. This dilemma was invoked earlier in Georg Simmel‟s 
description of the individual in the metropolis (1904).  
 Kien‟s sense of separation from the reflection of his face is echoed by the marks of pain 
which appear to separate his face into precise segments. The lines are compared to “artificial 
scars” which run all the way down the length of the face. It is as though these “scars” slice the 
face into unnatural segments and are a constant reminder of the unseen wounds which 
disfigure Kien‟s inner world. It is not the features of the face that create its form and shape, 
but the “scars” which dictate this formation. These lines of pain have etched themselves on 
Kien‟s face just as his personality has been dictated to by the violence he has experienced. 
The character “does not linger” on his reflection in the mirror as the “scars” have destroyed its 
aesthetic potential by reducing it to five “terrifying narrow” and “strictly symmetrical” strips. 
This dehumanising description of Kien‟s face as he peers at his reflection in the mirror and 
finds it difficult to possess as his own reveals the way trauma destroys a person‟s identity by 
redefining the essence of his or her face.  
 The representation of Kien‟s face as segmented is reminiscent of Cubist artistic 
renditions such as Pablo Pablo‟s Self-Portrait (1907) in which thick, hard-edged lines seem to 
cut the face into pieces destroying its sense of unity.  
 
  Figure 4: Pablo Picasso, Self-Portrait (1907).National 
Gallery, Prague, Czech Republic. 
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In this self-portrait, the facial features appear to disintegrate into a primitive mask which has 
the effect of deconstructing the human elements in the painting. The fragmented and mask-
like face appears to display the trauma which has been inflicted on the inner self. Moreover, 
the large and staring eyes portray a stark and almost tormented expression. Therefore, in the 
description of Kien‟s reflection in Auto-da-Fé and Picasso‟s rendition of a self-portrait, the 
lack of unity and wholeness in these imaginary representations seem to reflect the shattered 
personality. The trauma appears to be captured in the face re-defining the identity of the 
individual. 
 It is significant that in the portrayal of Kien, he cannot come to terms with what he sees: 
there is no integration of the trauma which is held in the face and the character‟s psyche. The 
text states that “there was no room to linger anywhere [on the features of his face] and Kien 
did not linger” (173). No words are provided to recognise his pain and he is condemned to act 
out his past in more extreme behaviours as the novel progresses. 
 In another instance, when Kien is still living in the library and is at the mercy of 
Therese, the representation of trauma trapped in the body is portrayed more intensely than in 
the description of Kien‟s face. A few days after recovering from a severe beating by his wife, 
he believes that she is coming for him again and that this time she will kill him. The text 
describes Kien‟s mental process in this tumultuous moment and the subsequent all-
encompassing physical response of total paralysis: “metamorphosis into stone” (161).Initially 
Kien suffers from physical immobility as a reaction to imminent violence and this traumatic 
response is acted out over and over again in the subsequent days. 
 In the moment that Kien believes he will be attacked, the intensity of terror in his mind 
is depicted as a rush to find a safe place to hide through “all time” as he “tears through 
history” (160). The text not only demonstrates the effect of violence on the consciousness of 
the individual, but also points to the historical legacy and devastation violence wreaks on 
society:  
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The strongest castles fall before gunpowder. Knights in armour?Absurd ─ Swiss morning-stars ─ 
English muskets ─ burst armour and skulls asunder. The Swiss are wiped out at Marignano. Not 
Landsknechts at any price ─ not mercenaries ─ the first army of fanatics ─ Gustav Adolphus ─ 
Cromwell ─ will mow us all down. Back from the Renaissance, back from the Middle Ages ─ 
back to the Greek Phalanx ─ the Romans break it open ─ Indian elephants… America… 
Mexico… China… Mongols… in half a second he has exhausted his entire treasury of history. 
(160) 
Auto-da-Fé works on various levels in this fictional representation of a panicked mind. There 
is a demonstration of the individual consciousness in a state of reaction against violence. On a 
personal level Kien‟s survival is legitimately threatened as Therese has recently brutalised 
him. He has nowhere to hide in his physical environment; therefore, he seeks refuge in mental 
images of security which are linked to known civilisations. The scale of concepts coupled 
with the speed at which they are named mimics the psychological processes of the character‟s 
acute panic as he seeks refuge in legendary modes of defence against attack. The portrayal of 
Kien‟s collage of war in this passage looks back at the violence perpetrated by humankind 
throughout history and anticipates the violence which threatens Europe at this time. 
 Hence, the text not only illustrates the effect of violence on the individual, but points to 
the large-scale historical devastation of societies caused by humankind‟s brutality. The 
progress in weaponry and the use of mercenaries, typified by the Landsknechts who fought at 
the battle of Marignano, shatters any notion of chivalry encapsulated in the knightly images of 
castles and armour as they either “fall” or are “burst… asunder”. The text positions past 
civilisations as possible hiding places for Kien and then lays their defence to ruin. 
  Some of the words in the text point to various elements which make up the threat 
facing Europe during this time. For instance, the reference to “army of fanatics” is particularly 
relevant considering the rise of radical Fascist leaders such as Adolf Hitler in Germany and 
Benito Mussolini in Italy during the 1920s and 30s who promoted political violence and war. 
The threat these rulers and their “army of fanatics” pose is encapsulated in the words: “will 
mow us all down”. The continual reference to separate nationalities suggests the rise of 
nationalism in Europe after the First World War which played a part in Germany‟s invasion 
of other European countries and also points to the growing unease at the rise of anti-Semitism 
which became widespread in Germany and Austria in the wake of the western migration of 
many Eastern European Jews, fleeing the pogroms in Russia (Lewis 2007:15). Moreover, the 
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text demonstrates the way more technologically-advanced nations destroy other nations‟ out-
dated defences through technical advancements in warfare: The Romans break open the 
Greek Phalanx, Castles fall to gunpowder, and muskets burst armour asunder. This 
demonstration in the text anticipates the rapid development of modern technology, such as the 
fighter planeand the long-range bombers that were used to wreak destruction on large parts of 
Europe during the Second World War. Currently, considering humankind‟s self-destructive 
urges, this threat has broader implications as several nations possess nuclear weapons which 
have the capacity to destroy vast areas on the earth‟s surface.  
 The impending European crisis is reflected within the language of the narrative itself. 
The punctuation creates pockets of single words or phrases which embody a momentous 
concept, person or moment of violence and perform the function of a „blow‟. The separated 
word or words are disposed of by the subsequent blow. Through this representation of 
repetitive and forceful superimposition of one nation over another, the language mimics the 
effect of humankind‟s cyclical self-destruction and appears to destroy the ordered material of 
the narrative.  
 This passage has the dual effect of representing the impact of trauma within the 
character‟s consciousness and exposing the sweeping destruction of civilisations as a result of 
war. The text poses the question as to how one man is expected to stand unyielding in the face 
of violence, when the entire history of the world has succumbed. Kien mentally hurries “up 
and down the centuries” seeking in vain a place of refuge (160). In half a second, he has 
“exhausted his entire treasury of history” and realises that he is absolutely vulnerable to attack 
(160). Since his mind is unable to rationalise the horrors of history, an instinctual and all-
encompassing physical response takes over: “Nothing is safe, everything collapses, wherever 
you creep to, the enemy will drag you out, houses of cards, beloved civilisations fall, prey to 
barbaric robbers, empty-headed, wooden-headed. Petrification” (160). In the microcosm of 
his home, Kien has been marginalised to such an extent that he has nowhere to hide. Both 
physically and emotionally he feels vulnerable to attack from his wife who will “drag” him 
out of any hiding place and possibly murder him. Moreover, in the macrocosm of Western 
society, the security offered both in the past and in the present, is of no substance in this 
moment and merely a façade − a flimsy “house of cards” which will fall prey to the violence 
of “barbaric robbers”. More specifically, the mention of the collapse and plunder of nations 
points to the tenuous position of Europe which was still experiencing the after effects of the 
100 
 
First World War at this period and foreshadows the greater devastation of the Second World 
War. For Kien, who seems to represent the modern man in the face of violence, everything of 
value is threatened. His mind is neither able to process Therese‟s brutality nor find any 
defence against the enormity of the horror threatening his society. In the moment of this 
realisation of defencelessness − “empty-headed, wooden-headed” − the body engages in a 
sweeping response: petrification. Thus, the text provides a metaphor of a body turned to stone 
to signify the way trauma is housed in the body since the mind cannot integrate the trauma.  
 In Canetti‟s novel the metaphoric meaning of “petrified” manifests itself physically in 
Kien‟s body at the expense of his mental processes.His traumatic response petrifies his body 
and thereby mimics the moment of terror. Comparable states are observed in animals, which 
sometimes „freeze‟ when they are attacked. These are the responses of a seized prey to a 
predator or of a defeated opponent to a victor in battle. Actually the word “petrification” 
stands alone in the overall structure of the paragraph as a response of last resort against 
violence. Intense fear (often referred to as “being petrified”) is literally played out in Kien‟s 
body as the text describes each part of the body losing its function in a process of self-induced 
paralysis. Significantly, when the immobile Kien wants to close his eyes, he is unable to do 
so. Therefore, it seems as if the character‟s physical response is no longer controlled by his 
mind, but seems to be dictated to by the trauma within his body. This portrayal of Kien losing 
control over his physical responses demonstrates the way trauma is trapped in the body and 
continues to act out the initial overwhelming moment of fright.  
 As Auto-da Fé portrays the mental processes involved in moving Kien into a state of 
petrification, this literary representation reveals how trauma is captured in the body at the 
instant of terror and then dominates its subsequent reactions. Through the fictional portrayal 
of Kien‟s petrification, the text adds understanding to the nature of trauma and the often 
peculiar physical responses to violence. Canetti inscribes how the trauma of a victim 
sometimes manifests in physical peculiarities beyond his or her control. Such responses were 
recorded earlier by physicians in the First World War, such as Brown (1920) and Ferenczi 
(1916-7) who in their observations, describe soldiers suffering from trauma captured in the 
body at the moment of horror. Brown, who saw nearly three thousand soldiers suffering from 
shellshock in France and Britain during the First World War, held that when a soldier was 
challenged with the need to maintain self-control and army discipline in front-line conditions 
of unrelenting physical and psychological stress, he was unable to release his powerful 
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emotions directly, through speech or action, and unconsciously “materialised” them by 
converting them into physical or bodily symptoms (1920:16).  
 In his essay on war neurosis in soldiers suffering from shellshock in the First World 
War, Ferenczi shows how a sudden shock which cannot be psychically controlled causes 
trauma in which “the innervations dominant at the moment of trauma” become permanently 
retained in the body (1916-7:129). Ferenczi theorises that the re-enactments of the trauma 
depend on a special memory system that register the trauma bodily (1916-7:126). He 
describes several examples of trauma held in the body. In one patient, the particular 
contractions of the man‟s shoulder and elbow imitated the position of his arm at the moment 
of trauma. The man was concussed by the shell just as he was sliding his rifle into the “stand-
easy” position and subsequently his right arm became contracted at an obtuse angle. This pose 
corresponds exactly with that imitated by the contracture at the moment of impact. In another 
patient who kept his shoulder pressed to his side and his elbow fixed at an acute angle, 
Ferenczi notes that this mimics the instant in which he was caught by an explosion. He was 
lying down at the time with his rifle at his shoulder and taking aim: for this he had to press his 
arm to his side and bend the elbow at an acute angle (Ferenczi 1916-7:126-29). Thus, these 
physical re-enactments mimic the moment of the soldiers‟ shock and indicate trauma captured 
in the body. Many fictional and autobiographical works on the First and Second World War 
such as All Quiet on the Western Front (trans.1930) (ImWestennichtsNeues, 1929) and Enemy 
Coast Ahead (1946) describe the soldiers' extreme physical and mental stress during the war. 
  In the 1970s an instance narrated by Vietnam War correspondent, Herr, in Dispatches 
(1977) also illustrates the physiological nature of trauma.His account forms part of a genre 
termed “New Journalism” since it describes the author's experiences in Vietnam as a war 
correspondent and is regarded as one of the first pieces of American literature that allowed 
American society to understand the actual experiences of soldiers in the Vietnam War without 
the taint of propaganda. At a time when many veterans would say little about their 
experiences during the war the following statement sheds some light on traumatic response: 
“The problem was that you didn‟t always know what you were seeing until later, maybe years 
later, that a lot of it never made it in at all, it just stayed stored there in your eyes” (1977:20 
my emphasis). As the traumatic event is beyond the realm of what the soldier expects as 
intentional action, the soldier‟s mind fails to allocate meaning to what has happened and, thus, 
the trauma does not “ma[k]e it in” but remains locked in the body: “stored” in his eyes. 
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  Although Canetti‟s representation of trauma held in the body is more intense and 
incorporates an entire physical response, by focusing on the eyes, Herr‟s statement reveals the 
way the horror of what the soldier has seen never moves into the mind. The mind is excluded 
from processing the trauma so long as it remains within the body. As such it could govern 
physical responses beyond the conscious control of the traumatised person.  
 More recently, in accounts of women suffering from domestic abuse and rape, Herman 
found that the body of a traumatised person may appear to be incapacitated by violence. The 
terror of the moment manifested in total paralysis(Herman 1992:42). One rape victim 
describes this type of response to a traumatic experience: “Did you ever see a rabbit stuck in 
the glare of your headlights when you are going down a road at night? Transfixed − like it 
knew it was going to get it − that‟s what happened” (Quoted by Herman 1992:42). In this 
“transfixed” condition, the body is unable to put up any form of resistance in the form of 
normal flight or fright responses. Another rape survivor describes a similar physical response: 
“I couldn‟t scream. I couldn‟t move. I was paralysed… Like a rag doll” (Quoted by Herman 
1992:42). Sometimes situations of inescapable danger may evoke a state of detached calm, in 
which the terror dissolves. The traumatised person may experience this perceptual change 
combined with a feeling of profound passivity similar to a “rag doll” in which the person 
abandons all initiative and struggle. According to Herman, the traumatised person may reach 
a space where they relinquish inner autonomy for the sake of survival. There is a shutting 
down of feelings, thoughts, initiatives and judgment (1992:84). A traumatised person who has 
lived through this psychological state often describes him or herself as having “been reduced 
to a non-human life form” (Herman 1992:84).  
 Herman describes the possible response of the traumatised person who is unable to 
escape the terror of his or her situation as a complete physical shut-down (1992:42). She holds 
that when a person is completely powerless, and any form of resistance is futile, he or she 
may go into a state of complete surrender. In these circumstances, the system of self-defence 
shuts down totally enabling the traumatised person to escape the imminent violence, “not by 
action in the real world but rather by altering [his or] her state of consciousness” (Herman 
1992:42). The words “transfixed” and “paralyse” used in the testimonies of the rape victims 
above may be linked to the fictional account of Kien turning into stone and enable some 
clarity in understanding what occurs in the body of a traumatised person in that moment of 
terror.  
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 Canetti‟s fictional representation of the moments before and including Kien‟s 
petrification reveals the mental processes of a traumatised person in the grips of terror and the 
spontaneous imitation of this terror through the metaphoric paralysis of the character‟s body. 
There are similarities between this fictional account and the observations of Brown and 
Ferenczi who describe soldiers returning from the front and suffering from trauma captured in 
the body at the moment of horror. Through the fictional portrayal of Kien‟s petrification, 
Canetti‟s novel depicts the character in a state of paralysis which appears to mimic his 
overwhelming fear in his moment of terror. This resembles Ferenczi‟s realisation that the 
soldier‟s peculiar physical re-enactments mimicked the moment of his shock and became 
permanently retained in the body. However, in this imaginary representation, the character 
deliberately acts out the immobility of his body in the subsequent days after the traumatic 
experience whereas the soldiers appeared to have no control over their physical responses to 
violence. Through Kien‟s intentional and methodical choice to turn into stone every 
subsequent day, the text draws attention to his physical response to trauma as an acting out 
which provides no solace or resolution to the character‟s trauma.  
 Canetti‟s literary representation of Kien turning into stone anticipates Herman‟s 
observation of the traumatised person feeling dehumanised. Moreover, Herman‟s finding that 
the traumatised person may reach a space where they relinquish inner autonomy by shutting 
down (1992:84) echoes the moment in Auto-da Fé when Kien realises that he is defenceless 
and the text describes his response as “empty-headed” and “wooden-headed” (160). However, 
Herman‟s findings describe a paralysis that occurs during the trauma and does not necessarily 
always persist once the danger has passed, whereas in Auto-da Fé the trauma petrifies Kien‟s 
body at the moment of terror and results in his subsequent acting out of the paralysis on a 
daily basis. 
 It is significant that despite the bizarre nature of Kien‟s physical immobility, in the light 
of First World War and the studies of Brown and Ferenczi, his “metamorphosis into stone” 
(161) is to some extent not merely a fictional exaggeration to be dismissed, but rather a 
convincing depiction of a traumatic response. I therefore suggest that Auto-da Fé provides an 
artistic re-working of the actual records of the devastating effects of violence on the 
individual consciousness. 
 Although Kien‟s petrification is initially a spontaneous response, it is developed in the 
novel as an acting out of his trauma. Since Therese ignores him in this immobile state, Kien‟s 
104 
 
fear gradually gives way to a false sense of security − “a deep feeling of peace” − and he 
convinces himself that he can “come to no harm” as long as he remains totally still (160). 
Therefore, he develops an extreme daily routine, from nine o‟clock in the morning until seven 
o‟clock in the evening, in which he calculatingly mimics the original and spontaneous 
response of paralysis. However, the deliberate stiffening of Kien‟s entire body in order to 
attain “metamorphosis into stone” is described in the text as a “pantomime” (161). Indeed, 
this performance takes on a comical aspect as Kien‟s behaviour is reminiscent of a mime 
artist or clown in a circus. The reference to a performance points to the acting out of his 
trauma through the body and exposes the character‟s action as a futile attempt to find a 
solution to his trauma. 
 The fictional representation of Kien‟s attempt to deal with his trauma through 
metamorphosis into stone also involves a silencing process. Kien‟s petrification highlights the 
futility of his allowing trauma to remain trapped in his body. Without further articulation of 
his experience of trauma there can be no conscious and constructive resolution. Kien‟s 
measured physical stiffening which grows from day to day until he reaches a consistency of 
stone could be interpreted as a pointless, repetitive re-enactment of his traumatic response 
through his body. The repetition can be understood as an acting out that completely interrupts 
the norms of representation.   
 At the beginning of Auto-da Fé Kien is depicted as a character with superior intellectual 
and reasoning abilities, however, these mental skills are compromised by the domination of 
the trauma which is housed in his body through his petrification. Not only does Kien postpone 
his academic research “until some happier future”, but there is a distancing from reality as the 
mind becomes lost in the fantasy of revenge (161). Although Kien believes that turning his 
body, chair and desk into stone will “chastise” Therese and ensure that her plans are 
“shipwrecked” (161) the reader is aware that this daily process of forcing his body to 
repetitively re-enact the moment of terror is devoid of any rational objective. Rather, this 
suggests that Kien‟s petrification could be a pathological reflex as it entails the loss of normal 
functions in an imitation of death foreshadowing his suicide at the end of the novel.  
 My analysis of these fictional representations reveals how Canetti‟s novel at times 
portrays trauma trapped within the body thus allowing no possibility for the character to 
create a linguistic space for himself to begin the process of working over and through his 
suffering. The destructive consequences of not dealing with pain in a positive manner are 
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played out in the concluding chapter of the novel which focuses on the last moments before 
Kien commits suicide. 
 
Final Destruction as a Result of Trauma Trapped in the Body 
 Before Kien‟s final destruction, the text lulls the reader into a temporary and false sense of 
relief as Kien is saved by his brother, George, from the violent clutches of Pfaff and Therese 
and re-installed in his library where he is “truly at home” among his beloved books (457). 
“Now he has everything exactly, as he wants to have it. Not a breath of wind can disturb him” 
(456). Once more the text creates the imagined safe physical space introduced in the first part 
of Auto-da Fé by the character as he closes the door which is “like a single piece of steel” and 
secures it with three complicated locks and thick, heavy iron bolts (457). However, the threat 
of violence is no longer outside the library walls, but like trauma itself it is within the 
character.   
 Owing to Kien‟s determined yet unsuccessful efforts at the start of the narrative to 
exclude violence from his personal space, he is now unable to re-create his initial sense of 
security. The damage to the character‟s psyche becomes immediately apparent as he locks the 
door behind his brother. Since the novel has denied Kien the opportunity to come to terms 
with the violence inflicted upon him, its destructive power has irreparably damaged his inner 
world. The destruction begins to manifest in a final acting out of the violations he has suffered 
throughout the novel. Every item that Kien looks at in his home triggers a past traumatic 
experience. The final chapter is a volatile compression of all Kien‟s suffering culminating in 
his absolute destruction. 
 Upon checking that the door is secure, he has a vision of Pfaff causing the stairs to 
“whimper” under his “booted fists” and smashing into the library (457). He imagines this 
assault causes the iron bolts on the door to snap like wood. Kien quickly flicks off the light to 
push the image away. Yet, his traumatised memory becomes the source of perpetual chaos 
within and, despite his desperate attempts; he is unable to keep it under control. The glimmer 
coming through the cracks in the study door shines on his trousers and triggers a flashback of 
the hours he knelt in front of the peep hole in the door of Pfaff‟s room. The misery within that 
room is defined by images of both personal and political violence: 
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The napkin was stiff with blood. The water in the basin was reddened by the sea-battle off the 
canary islands (sic). Why had they hidden themselves under the bed? There was room enough on 
the wall. There were four cages ready. But they looked down haughtily on the small fry. The flesh-
pots were empty. Then came the quails and the children of Israel could eat. All the birds were 
killed. Little throats they had under their yellow feathers. Who would think it, that powerful voice, 
and yet how get at their little throats! (Sic) Once you grasp them, you press them, there‟s an end of 
the four part song, blood spurts in all directions, thick, warm blood, these birds live in a perpetual 
fever, hot blood, it BURNS, my trousers BURN. (458) 
This passage depicts psychotic delusions associated with violence on several levels 
throughout the history of the First World War and Kien‟s imprisonment in Pfaff‟s room. 
There is the microcosm of blood in the basin from Kien‟s wound which is linked to the 
macrocosm of blood spilt into the ocean during military sea battles in the First World War. In 
this one sentence, the text draws together the pain of both personal suffering and wartime 
atrocities. This sentence is also a spring board to introduce the fate of the canaries by the 
exclusion of the capital letters in “canary islands”. Kien wonders why the canaries hid under 
the bed, however, it is he who in a state of emotional distress concealed himself there. The 
text generates confusion in the mind of the character to suggest his inability to face his own 
trauma as he projects it onto the dead birds, but also to connect Kien to the vulnerability of 
the small birds within their cages. 
 Kien‟s senseless killing of the canaries in a moment of psychotic madness is associated 
with the warranted large-scale killing of the quails by the children of Israel to prevent 
starvation in the desert. Connecting the death of the four small canaries to a well-known 
biblical event undermines humankind‟s justification of violence in the name of religion or any 
claim to civilization. The text creates an overwhelming sense of violence by the statement: 
“All the birds were killed”. There is a hint at the brutal extermination of these defenceless 
creatures which is intensified by the graphic description of the canaries being strangled. The 
twofold mention of the canaries “little throats” draws attention to the vulnerability of the birds 
and Kien who confuses himself with the birds in the earlier reference. Significantly, the birds 
are silenced just as Kien is unable to verbalise his traumatic experience. 
 Canetti capitalises words such as “burn” throughout this final chapter which foreshadow 
the final conflagration which engulfs the library. The continuous emphasis on and references 
to fire highlight the repetitive nature of trauma and inform the reader of the inescapable 
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patterns formed in the character‟s mind. This creates a sense that a destructive notion has 
developed in Kien‟s thoughts which is beyond his control to circumvent. One can also 
imagine the hysterical chanting of Fascist armies in 1930 in Nuremburg and Rome under 
Hitler and Mussolini respectively. 
 In the kitchen where he washes the imaginary canary blood from his hands, he is 
prompted to think of Therese and snippets of the fabricated scenario of her death he has 
created in his mind. Once more the text demonstrates Kien‟s inability to face the reality of his 
trauma. It is his fantasy of Therese‟s death which triggers the fear of the police coming to get 
him for his wife‟s „murder‟. The cordon of police which he imagines chasing after him 
becomes inflated into: “Forces on horse and on foot. Brand new revolvers, rifles, machine 
guns, barbed wire and tanks” (460). The text uses this now psychotic character‟s delusional 
and volatile thoughts to remind the reader of a far wider context beyond Kien‟s library. It is 
not merely this traumatised character in Canetti‟s novel, but the whole of Europe which 
stands in trepidation of military self destruction and carnage at this time. Thus, society‟s fear 
is laid bare through Kien‟s mental anguish. Just as Kien re-enacts the terrible suffering he has 
endured, so Europe will also be forced to re-enact the First World War in an even more 
devastating conflict:“The door will crack for certain. It looks so old and worn. They seized 
the enemy trenches. Entrenched.Ready, steady, crash. Ready, steady, crash! The bell.At 
eleven all the bells ring” (464). The door, now symbolic of all that may have prevented world 
conflict, despite its steel structure and reinforcement by multiple locks now looks old and 
worn to Kien. It will not be able to stand against the determination and magnitude of the 
enemy that batter its side. In the same way, the novel anticipates that Europe will be unable to 
hold back the tide of invading forces during the Second World War. The reference to the 
trenches and all the bells which ring at eleven − a possible reference to the eleven o‟clock 
Armistice on the eleventh of November 1919 − evoke images of the First World War from 
which Europe had not yet recovered. Furthermore, the play on the word “entrenched” 
suggests that the barbaric desire to conquer other nations through warfare is ingrained in the 
nature of man. Despite the trauma experienced in the trenches during the First World War, 
another war will follow. Even on this vast scale, human beings are condemned to repeat their 
trauma. The text reveals how the acting out of trauma results in the senseless perpetuation of 
horror on a personal and international scale. 
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 To escape his mental turmoil Kien turns to a book,though he has become so estranged 
from the ability to connect to language in a way which creates sense in his life,but the words 
are presented as hostile towards him. The text portrays a violent assault in order to 
demonstrate the distance that has advanced between the character and meaningful expression:  
A letter detaches itself from the first line and hits him a blow on the ear. Letters are lead. It hurts. 
Strike him! Strike him! Another.And another. A footnote kicks him. More and more. He totters. 
Lines and whole pages come clattering on to him. They shake and beat him, they worry him, they 
toss him about among themselves. Blood, Let me go! Damnable mob! Help! George! Help! Help! 
George! (463)  
In this description, words viciously attack Kien. At first only the letters hit him over and over 
again which is illustrated by the repetition of “strike him” and “another”. Then the footnote 
kicks him “more and more”. The violence intensifies as lines and whole pages turn into a type 
of imaginary mob which brutalises Kien until he believes himself to be bloodied. The 
character‟s isolation in this moment is encapsulated in his frantic cry for help, but 
unfortunately this first attempt to seek support comes too late. Despite George‟s efforts to 
console and empathise with Kien after he rescues him from Pfaff‟s room, Kien denies he has 
any problems and George returns to France. 
  The attack in this passage demonstrates Kien‟s „relationship‟ with words and links 
language to the acting out of a violent experience similar to what Kien experienced at the 
hands of Therese. However, the nature of the trauma he experiences in this moment originates 
from within the psyche of the character rather than from an external source. Trauma has been 
locked in Kien‟s body throughout the novel, leaving his mind unable to access these 
experiences in order to provide any form of understanding. In addition to Kien‟s psychosis 
symbolising the collective European madness − society controlled by fanatics re-arming for 
war − on a personal level, Auto-da Fé presents a character who has not engaged in a process 
of working over and through his trauma and, ever since language is at the heart of such a 
process, the text demonstrates the gradual alienation between Kien and language through this 
violent assault. 
 Since the character has not used words to help him deal constructively with his 
suffering, the novel represents an antagonistic relationship between Kien and language. This 
graphic depiction of words gathering as a mob and beating Kien encapsulates the failure of 
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language. This passage engenders a book with the ability to inflict violence on the fictional 
character. It indicates that Kien has become a „victim‟ of words,though, it is possible that the 
same power that is used against him here could have worked for him if he had had the 
courage to face his trauma and verbalise his pain. Auto-da Fé denies Kien any constructive 
verbalisation of his traumatic experience, allowing his trauma to remain locked in the body 
and culminating in compulsive re-enactments and, ultimately, complete mental disintegration. 
His brain is described as being “torn to fragments” (464) demonstrating the end result of 
unchecked violence. 
 In the final moments of Kien‟s life, the library has been transformed from a tranquil 
place of refuge into an environment which is loud and threatening. As such it is a reflection of 
the mayhem within the mind of the character. The letters in the books rattle to be free, while 
the police, with the multitude of other forces accompanying them, shout abuse at him and 
bash on the library door. The various elements of Kien‟s trauma blend into a catastrophe 
outside the library door and gather paranoid momentum within. Kien gathers the books from 
the numerous shelves and carries pile after pile into the hall where he builds them high against 
the iron door. “And while the frantic din tears his brain to fragments, he builds a mighty 
bulwark out of books” (464). Kien sets fire to the carpet, places the ladder in the middle of the 
room, and waits on the sixth step for the flames to engulf him. Destruction is both physical, as 
he burns at his own stake, and psychotic as his delusions are realised. Thus, he is 
simultaneously both consumed by the fire and his madness. 
 This death by burning of the central character most probably inspired the title of the 
English translation. An auto-da-fé (act of faith) was the barbaric ritual of public, tortured 
repentance of condemned heretics, orchestrated predominantly during the Spanish and 
Portuguese Inquisitions, which included executions by burning at the stake. The focus of the 
ritual was to extract a confession from the heretic so that he or she could be spiritually 
redeemed. This is significant in the moment of Kien‟s own „auto-da-fé‟ as the text denies him 
any form of coherent expression which could possibly afford him some measure of peace 
before his death. There is no final confession; instead, his death is the concluding step in a 
repetitive acting out of unacknowledged and unresolved pain. Kien is left to laugh as the 
flames destroy his body and put an end to his torment: “When the flames reached him at last, 
he laughed out loud, louder than he had ever laughed in all his life” (464).  Kien has no last 
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words when the flames finally reach him, but only a loud, demonic laugh which is an 
expression of the madness that has overpowered him.   
  
An Alternative to the Destructive Consequences of Acting Out Trauma 
No alternative to the acting out of trauma is provided in Auto-da Fé. In the novel, trauma is 
trapped in Kien‟s body and the gap between the character and a space which makes his 
trauma accessible to language seems to be impossible to bridge. Kien is condemned to 
compulsively re-enact his trauma until it completely destroys him. However, in Canetti‟s 
autobiographical reflections as an old man exiled in Britain, he demonstrates an alternative to 
this destructive scenario: the potential for the writer to work over and through trauma within 
words: “Slowly he lifts the heavy stones, a little higher with every sentence, and there is 
nothing that can redeem him except his own words” (1994:27). This brief note offers the 
possibility of recovery from trauma through a narrative process. The metaphor of slowly 
lifting heavy stones higher with each sentence demonstrates the immense time and effort 
involved in such a redemptive process. Yet, the text suggests that it is possible to lift the 
weight of suffering from the body through meaningful verbal expression. Thus, Canetti‟s 
much later work provides an alternative to the central absence of a cure in the world of his 
novel by the portraying the gradual lifting of trauma from the self through words.  
 From his autobiographical reflections it seems that words not only provide a measure of 
redemption for the speaker, but generate a connection between those who can relate to a 
common experience. Canetti describes a space that is opened up for the reader to gather 
insight into his or her own trauma via reading the testimony of others. In his Notes from 
Hampstead (1994), he mentions a profound comfort he finds in reading an entry from 
Pavese‟s diary (1951).Pavese was a major literary figure in post-war Italy. His flight from 
Mussolini‟s Fascists and subsequent imprisonment were reflected in his writings, which dealt 
with social struggle and revealed his sympathy for the oppressed. In 1950, unhappy with both 
his personal life and the political climate of post-war Italy, he committed suicide. Pavese‟s 
diary reveals a writer whose work is his only means of repressing a growing sense of despair 
which finally overcomes him. With the words “I won‟t write anymore” (Pavese 1961:372), 
the testimony of his life is concluded and he commits suicide nine days later. Canetti 
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describes how the expression of another writer‟s anguish reaches him in a time of despair and 
how the text provides a way out for him:  
And yet last night when in my deepest depression I wanted to die, I reached for his [Pavese‟s] 
journals, and he died for me. Hard to believe: through his death, today I am reborn. This 
mysterious process should be looked into, but not by me. I do not want to touch it. I want to keep it 
a secret. (1994:33) 
In a moment of “deepest depression”, the text suggests that Canetti is miraculously enabled to 
forego death and be “reborn” through the reading of another writer‟s struggle with life. 
Through “this mysterious process” it is as though the writer stands proxy for the reader in a 
moment of hopelessness allowing him to endure the darkness. In this way, the witness from 
within the solitude of his own position, acts as a vehicle which conveys a reality 
beyondhimself. The text seems to point to a conflation of experience through an empathic 
type of reading. There appears to be a mystical dimension to the experience in this moment 
that is of such a profound nature that Canetti is loath to speak of it or “touch” it. This note 
seems to indicate that Canetti believed that life holds almost magical secrets which could 
provide emotional healing. 
 Similarly, in Kafka’s Other Trial: The Letters to Felice, Canetti describes the effect that 
Kafka‟s letters have on him: 
I found these letters more gripping and absorbing than any literary work I have read for years past. 
They belong among those singular memoirs, autobiographies, collection of letters from which 
Kafka himself drew sustenance… To call these letters a document would be saying too little, 
unless one were to apply the same title to the life-testimonies of Pascal, Kierkegaard, and 
Dostoevsky. For my part, I can only say that these letters have penetrated me like an actual life. 
(1974:4) 
This text makes a connection between Kafka‟s letters to Felice and the testimonies of other 
writers who experienced trauma. It suggests there is transference of the writer‟s experience, as 
laid out in the text, to the psyche of the sensitive and empathetic reader. However, the text 
points out that intense engagement with the testimony is required for any meaningful delivery 
of the experience to occur: Canetti is arrested by the contents of the letters: he describes them 
as “gripping and absorbing”. It is in this space of engagement with Kafka‟s testimony that he 
has the sense of another life‟s experience penetrating his own. Therefore, the text suggests 
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that putting words to trauma is not simply a testimony to a private life, but a point of fusion 
between the experience of the text and the experience of life.  
 In the same way as Canetti is able to find an affinity with Kafka‟s experience through 
his letters, so Kafka “drew sustenance” by repeatedly reading the letters of other writers. 
According to this text, literature may be considered an alignment between witnesses:“In the 
face of life‟s horror − luckily most people notice it only on occasion, but a few whom inner 
forces appoint to bear witness are always conscious of it − there is only one comfort: its 
alignment with the horror experienced by previous witnesses” (Canetti 1974:4). The 
“alignment with the horror experienced by previous witnesses” is described as the singular 
comfort to the traumatised person. To some extent this alignment, or in other words, the 
capacity of the reader to empathise with the traumatic experience of the writer, may be the 
one way in which trauma can be meaningfully worked over and through. Significantly, the 
text reveals a powerful sense that Canetti has permanently appropriated something of Kafka‟s 
experience. He notes later in the same essay that Kafka‟s mental anguish in his letters to 
Felice has affected him as if it were a personal experience, becoming an enduring memory: 
“none of it can ever again be forgotten, as if it were written on one‟s own skin” (1974:30). In 
Canetti‟s later work, he describes a response to trauma which indicates that there is a possible 
way of working over and through suffering and renewing an interest in life. It would seem 
that once trauma becomes available to verbal expression, it is no longer held in the body, as 
depicted in some representations in Auto-da-Fé, but released through the narrative process 
bringing a measure of comfort to the traumatised person which counteracts the repetitive 
acting out of the traumatising past and provides some hope of recovery. In his later reflections 
on Pavese, Kafka, Pascal, Kierkegaard and Dostoevsky, Canetti seems to point towards 
findings of La Capra, Herman and Caruth where the talking cure leads to the possibility of 
healing from trauma. 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have demonstrated howthe rupture within the life of the central character in 
Auto-da Fé is portrayed through the dehumanisation of his face and, ultimately, his entire 
body. If trauma is not integrated into the psyche of the traumatised person it is possible, as the 
literary representations in Canetti‟s novel show, that the trauma may be held permanently in 
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the body. These demonstrations are acted out in Kien‟s body as a type of pantomime in the 
novel and point to the futility of a purely physical response. Progressively, the character 
comes to be no longer controlled by his mind, but is dictated to by the trauma within his body. 
Thus, his trauma takes on physical representation at the exclusion of the mind and results in 
the devastation of his mental faculties and his suicide. And I have drawn the analogy between 
Kien‟s deterioration, as symbolic of Europe, and the decent into the Second World War. 
 Moreover, I have argued that the primary cause of Kien‟s devastation is that his 
traumatic experience is not adequately accessible in language in self-reflexive manner. Auto-
da-Fé demonstrates how without language there is little measure of conscious control, critical 
distance, and perspective. Although working over and through the past does not assert the 
possibility of fully overcoming it, the process may counteract the compulsively repetitive 
reliving of traumatic events.  
 The understanding to be gained from Auto-da Fé is not limited to the personal damage 
done to the character of Kien through trauma. Instead, his individual suffering is portrayed as 
a microcosm of the devastation of society caused by war which dominates the history of 
humankind. Kien‟s suicide encapsulates a warning: continued trauma can only lead to 
devastation in both the domestic, European and national arenas. These powerful messages 
emanate from Canetti‟s conviction that the power of imaginative literature is “the weapon” 
with which a writer can fight the enemies of humankind (Quoted in Reiss 2004:62). 
Therefore, through fictional representations of individual and societal anguish, Auto-da-Fé 
renders valuable insights into trauma and if earnestly considered, may contribute to the future 
avoidance of violence in all spheres of life.  
 In addition to an analysis of these destructive outcomes, I have introduced pieces from 
Canetti‟s other work to suggest the value of language in the process of recovery from 
traumatic experience. These texts suggest that an engaged reader may be able to find comfort 
in the testimony of a writer. There appears to be a process of a transfer of the writer‟s 
experience, as laid out in the text, to the psyche of the reader. Putting words to trauma seems 
to extend beyond simply a testimony to a private life, but a point of merging between the 
experience of the text and the reader‟s experience of life. These are significant observations 
since they offer an alternative of comfort, and even the hope of redemption, through the 
power of words to the absence of any sign of hope or salvation in Auto-da-Fé. 
Conclusion 
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I have attempted to show, through a richer and more nuanced reading of Auto-da-Fé in the 
light of trauma theory, that fiction is a valuable resource that offers empathetic readers an 
opportunity to capture the horrors of existence and perhaps offer ways of escaping them. 
Although Auto-da-Fé may be considered unappealing in that the humour is particularly 
grotesque and the type of character that Elias Canetti creates is bizarre and disconcerting, 
perhaps part of that discomfort lies in the novel‟s venture into dark terrain which examines 
what is repressed and anticipates the incomparable scale of death and destruction in the 
Second World War and the most traumatic episode of the Holocaust. 
 Trauma, and its often symptomatic aftermath, poses challenges to representation and 
understanding. I have attempted to demonstrate how the complexities in this narrative suggest 
some hidden pain within the character‟s consciousness which seems to lie outside the 
boundaries of experience and thus is not contained within language. Auto-da-Fé represents a 
world in which the characters create and experience horrors, but do not invent a language in 
which to describe them adequately. They often find it impossible to bridge the gap they 
discover opening up between the words at their disposal and the traumatic experience. The 
compulsion to relate the event and the impossibility of doing so informs the very structure of 
this novel‟s narration. 
 Distortions in the characters‟ appearance and behaviour, as well as flashbacks, 
repetitive words, symbols and metaphors, seem to signify that they have experienced some 
terrifying ordeal. By focusing on the impact trauma has on Kien and Therese, I have 
attempted to unravel some of the complexity in this disturbing story. My argument has been 
that trauma is not locatable in the characters‟ past, but rather in the way it returns to haunt 
them later on. Thus, the traumatic experience refuses to be represented as the past and is 
continually re-experienced in the present. I have used Sigmund Freud‟s theory in Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle (1920) and its subsequent evolution in Cathy Caruth‟s Unclaimed 
Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History (1996) to support my understanding of why 
trauma appears to be inaccessible to the psyche which in turn complicates any chance of 
traumatic testimony. Although Caruth‟s theory relies on the notion of an undistorted or 
“literal” registration of the traumatic event that is dissociated from normal mental processes 
of cognition (1995:152), the character‟s traumatic experience in the novel does not show to 
what extent the experience is registered in the mind of the characters. Considering their 
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denials, transference of blame and falsifications, it is possible that they have at least some 
awareness of the trauma, but prefer not to acknowledge it.  
  I have shown how the novel represents mental process of dislocation of the mind from 
the body and how various forms of dissociation or „absences‟ from the self are perceived as a 
means of escape from the onslaught of violence. Although these types of dissociation can be 
effective ways to continue functioning while the trauma is going on, the text demonstrates 
that if it continues to be utilised after the trauma has passed, it comes to interfere with 
everyday functioning. To some extent these representations seems to anticipate aspects of 
Bessel van der Kolk‟s findings in Traumatic Stress: The overwhelming Experience on Mind, 
Body and Society (1996) which claim that trauma is not repressed, but rather stored 
elsewhere.  
 In Auto-da-Fé – I have argued − traumatic memories are stored in the protagonist‟s 
body which are completely removed from his consciousness and thus would not be available 
as a coherent narrative. The rupture within the life of this character in Auto-da Fé is portrayed 
through the dehumanisation of his face and, ultimately, his entire body. Without language 
there are limited possibilities of conscious control, critical distance, and perspective. Distress 
is acted out in Kien‟s body as a type of pantomime and points to the futility of a purely 
physical response. Progressively, he comes to be no longer controlled by his mind, but is 
dictated to by the trauma within his body. Thus, his trauma takes on physical representation to 
the exclusion of the mind and results in the devastation of his mental faculties and his suicide. 
This phenomenon of dissociation, often following a traumatic experience, is represented in 
relation to the body and the self in Auto-da-Fé and seems to be symbolic of the dislocations 
within modernist society.  
 Auto-da-Fé centres on a character with a ruptured sense of self and the world. In my 
analysis of Canetti‟s novel, I have attempted to show how this breach of self and dislocation 
from reality is caused by the character‟s pain. I have argued that a sense of emotional 
deadness and disconnection from others may originally help someone cope with extreme 
distress. Yet, the price for „shutting down‟ is decreased involvement in everyday life and 
social isolation. The novel centres on the consciousness of a character that fears the brutality 
of the outside world and withdraws from society. His withdrawal is represented by the 
creation of a shelter, in the form of a library, which appears to fulfil all his needs. However, 
despite the character‟s desperate attempts to remain isolated, the invasion of the library causes 
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any solutions with regard to the identity of the character and any alternative life that might be 
provided by relationships to be overwhelmed.  
 I have made a comparative study of two fictional representations of spacial 
configurations which provide security and isolation: Kien‟s library in Auto-da-Fé and the 
burrow in Franz Kafka‟s short story, The Burrow (1931). My analysis has shown that Auto-
da-Fé and The Burrowseem to be informed by a sense that the social order and the self are 
incomplete and insecure and demonstrate the impact of trauma on individual consciousness 
by representing the destruction of the traumatised character‟s fundamental assumptions about 
the safety of the world. I have drawn on recent studies, namely Judith Herman‟s Trauma and 
Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence ─ from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror (1992) and 
Kai Erikson‟s Notes on Trauma and Community (1995), which attempt to explain alienation 
as a response to traumatic experience. Both these studies suggest that trauma may violate the 
traumatised person‟s faith in a natural order and casts the victim into a state of existential 
crisis.My study has also indicated how the physical isolation described in these texts reflects a 
general sense of alienation experienced in modernist society and reflected in the literature of 
that time. In this way, I have demonstrated how literature can act as an early warning system 
for society. 
 My model of reading provides a sympathetic interpretation of the novel. Instead of 
dismissing Kien and Therese as simply insane, I have offered possible explanations for their 
strange behaviours. By approaching the novel with a sensitivity to the words of the text and 
exploring the structural relationships and patterns within the text, certain words and images 
point to the hidden damage within their psyches. I hope that my model of reading has shown 
how fiction can create a space of empathy and understanding of personal suffering and ways 
of overcoming its powers of erosion. Literature makes this space possible as it can express 
issues which science and medicine can often not define or quantify.  
 However, I have taken account of leading theorists and psychiatrists in order to develop 
my reading of traumatic representations in Auto-da-Fé and to enhance my understanding of 
these characters‟ memories and responses. These studies offer valuable explanations for many 
aspects of Auto-da-Fé unsettling narratives. Although an analogy between literature and 
psychiatry can be particularly useful when dealing with the narration, I realise that using a 
medical model as part of my methodology is controversial as literary interpretation and 
psychology are two distinct fields. However, I have found this approach fascinating and 
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rewarding. I anticipate that my introduction of a new perspective to the violent and traumatic 
representations in Canetti‟s novel shall add insight into the nature of trauma. 
 There is a desperate need for trauma of individuals, in addition to local and international 
communities, to be constructively addressed so that violence is contained and people are able 
to thrive in safe societies. The understanding to be gained from Auto-da Fé is not limited to 
the personal damage done to the characters of Kien and Therese through trauma. Instead, I 
have attempted to demonstrate how their individual suffering is portrayed as a microcosm of 
the devastation of society caused by war which dominates the history of humankind. This 
novel tries to better humanity by presenting such a bleak, disturbing view of past and present 
societies that the reader is persuaded to consider alternative ways of behaviour.  
 Canetti‟s much later reflections on Pavese‟s diary and Kafka‟s letters demonstrate an 
alternative to counteract the compulsively repetitive reliving of traumatic events so 
alarmingly described in his novel. This alternative is the possibility of recovery from trauma 
through the narrative process. According to these reflections, testimony seems to provide a 
measure of redemption for the writer. Furthermore, they suggest there appears to be a process 
of a transfer of the writer‟s experience, as described in the text, to the psyche of the reader. 
For Canetti, bearing witness appears to be more than merely a testimony to a private life, but 
rather a point of merging between the experience of the text and the experience of life. Putting 
words to suffering seems to create a connection between those who can relate to a common 
experience, allowing the reader to empathise with the traumatic experience of the writer, and 
providing a way in which trauma can be meaningfully worked over and through.  
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes 
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1. Since the concept of Blendung (blinding, a bedazzlement) does not translate very well into 
English, the British title of the novel is Auto-de-Fé and the American title is The Tower of 
Babel. I examine the text in the English translation (Trans. C.V. Wedgewood. New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 1984); hereafter cited by the title Auto-de-Fé and page by page.  
2. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) Third Programme talks were first published 
in The Listener (a now defunct British magazine published for most of its history by the 
BBC) and then as a book called An Assessment of Twentieth Century Literature( Jacob 
Isaacs. London: Secker & Warburg; 1951). 
3. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) is published by the 
American Psychiatric Association (APA) and provides a common language and standard 
criteria for the classification of mental disorders. It is used in the United States of America 
and in varying degrees around the world.There have been five revisions since it was first 
published in 1952.The definitions in thethird edition, the revised third edition and the 
fourth edition of the DSM contain the basic symptoms of PTSD. 
4. The International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems was 
developed in 1992 and is currently in its tenth edition. It is used more in Europe and other 
parts of the world. The coding system used in the DSM is designed to correspond with the 
codes used in the ICD, although not all codes may match at all times because the two 
publications are not revised synchronously. 
5. The term “narrative” is used loosely here in order to illustrate the contrast between trauma 
time and realist narrative time which has a beginning, middle and an end. Modernist 
narratives disrupt this structure. 
6. This well-known Greek legend took place in the town of Gordium where there was an ox 
cart with the staves tied together in an intricate knot with the ends tucked away inside. An 
oracle foretold that whoever untied the knot would rule all of Asia. For over a hundred 
years, many people tried to undo it, but failed. When Alexander invaded Asia Minor in 
333 B.C. and arrived at Gordium, it was inconceivable that he would not tackle the 
legendary knot. A crowd watched intently as Alexander struggled with the knot and 
became frustrated. Finally, he drew his sword, and in one powerful stroke severed the 
knot (Ivor Evans. Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions; 1993. 479). 
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7. A good deal of argument has arisen over whether the speaker is a mole, a badger, a 
hamster or a combination of these creatures. The creature too has human qualities, such as 
greed, angst and perfectionism. This issue is of little relevance in this study as my interest 
lies in the psyche of the speaker and how it may manifest aspects of post traumatic stress 
disorder. 
8. Although the setting of Auto-da-Fé is never explicitly stated, most critics consider it to be 
Vienna. See essay “Elias Canetti in Red Vienna” in The Worlds of Elias Canetti 
Centenary Essays by Deborah Holmes (2007). 
9. A Social Democratic paramilitary organisation. 
10. Worker‟s Newspaper. 
11. This quotation in English is from Marguerite Duras and Alan Resnais, Hiroshima mon 
amour (1959), (Trans. Richard Seaver. New York: Oxford University Press; 1961). 
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